
Onto the National Stage

congresswomen in an age 

of crises, 1935–1954

Thirty-six women entered Congress between 1935 and 1954,

a tumultuous two decades that encompassed the Great Depression, World War II,

and the start of the Cold War. Women participated in America’s survival, recovery,

and ascent to world power in important and unprecedented ways; they became

shapers of the welfare state, workers during wartime, and members of the military.

During this time the nation’s capital took on increasing importance in the everyday

lives of average Americans. The Great Depression and the specter of global war

transformed the role of the federal government, making it a provider and protector.

Like their male counterparts, women in Congress legislated to provide economic

relief to their constituents, debated the merits of government intervention to cure 

the economy, argued about America’s role in world affairs, and grappled with 

challenges and opportunities during wartime.

Distinct trends persisted from the pioneer generation of women in Congress.

Second-generation women still made up only a small fraction of the total congres-

sional membership. At their peak, 15 women served in the 83rd Congress 

Senators Joseph T. Robinson (far left) and Hattie W. Caraway of Arkansas at the June 

1936 Democratic National Convention in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, at which President

Franklin Roosevelt was nominated to a second term. Caraway was a supporter of the

Roosevelt administration’s New Deal economic recovery programs, many of which 

benefited constituents in her agriculture-based state.  
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(1953–1955)—about 2.8 percent. These numbers afforded women scant leverage 

to pursue a unified agenda, though few seemed inclined to champion what would

later be called “women’s issues.” The widow-familial succession remained for

women a primary route to political office. 

Subtle changes, however, slowly advanced women’s status on Capitol Hill. By

and large, women elected to Congress between 1935 and 1954 had more experience

as politicians or as party officials than did their predecessors. In the postwar era,

they were appointed more often to influential committees, including those with

jurisdiction over military affairs, the judiciary, and agriculture. Also, several

women emerged as national figures and were prominently featured as spokesper-

sons by their parties; this was a significant break from tradition. 

Change and Continuity: 

Political Experience, Committee Assignments, and Familial Connections
Compared with the pioneer generation, the women Members elected during this

period had far more political experience. Half the women in the second generation

(18) had served as public officeholders or as party officials.  Six served in state leg-

islatures or other statewide offices. Chase Woodhouse of Connecticut served two

terms as a popular secretary of state. Four women held local political office, and 

11 served as party officials at the state and national levels. The level of education 

of this group of Congresswomen mirrored that of the pioneer generation; two-

thirds (24 of 36) had received some kind of postsecondary education. Political

experience made women more attractive as candidates for national office. In 1934,

Caroline O’Day of New York told campaign crowds that the “political apprentice-

ship” of women had come to an end. With 31 women running for the U.S. House 

of Representatives in 1934—and a record 38 in 1936 (12 of them nominated by the

major parties)—O’Day’s contention seemed validated.1

The median age at which women were elected to Congress (49 years) was slightly

lower.  This figure is important largely because it determines a Member’s ability to

accrue the seniority requisite for leadership positions. By comparison, the average
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age of all House Members entering Congress from 1931 to 1950 was 45 years; nearly

30 percent of the men were 39 or younger. The median age at retirement during this

era ranged from 53 to 57 years.2 Three women, all during World War II, were elect-

ed in their 30s—Winifred Stanley of New York, 33, the youngest woman elected to

Congress to that date; Katharine Byron of Maryland, 37; and Clare Boothe Luce of

Connecticut, 39. The oldest woman elected to Congress during this period was 66-

year-old Hazel Abel of Nebraska, a distinguished state official who served a brief

Senate term in 1954.

The Franklin D. Roosevelt administration, through the direct and indirect

efforts of First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt, helped boost the number of Democratic

women in Congress. Many of the women who rose in the 1930s to prominent posi-

tions in the federal government had known the First Lady since the days when she

worked in Greenwich Village settlement houses and registered women voters

across New York state.3 In making these appointments, President Roosevelt broke

with precedent; Frances Perkins was the first woman to serve in the President’s

Cabinet (Labor Secretary), former House Member Ruth Bryan Owen was the first

woman to serve as U.S. Ambassador (to Sweden), and Florence Allen was the first

woman judge on the U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals.

Connections to Eleanor Roosevelt proved to be influential in several

Congresswomen’s careers. Caroline O’Day, for example, was among Eleanor

Roosevelt’s confidantes. The pair had traversed New York in the 1920s, organizing

women voters and working on Governor Al Smith’s 1928 presidential campaign. 

In the 1934 midterm elections, Roosevelt made campaign appearances on O’Day’s

behalf, becoming the first First Lady to stump for a candidate. O’Day’s campaign

was successful, and she remained in Congress for nearly a decade. Congresswoman

Nan Wood Honeyman of Oregon, an unflagging supporter of FDR, had known

Eleanor Roosevelt since their days at finishing school in New York City. Helen

Gahagan Douglas of California conferred often with the First Lady. Eleanor

Roosevelt campaigned for successful Democrats Katharine Byron of Maryland

and Chase Woodhouse, among others, and she inspired young women to consider

political life. Coya Knutson of Minnesota recalled that a June 1942 radio address

by Eleanor Roosevelt prodded her to become active in civic affairs. “It was as if the

sun burned into me that day,” Knutson said.4

Impressive political résumés helped more women secure influential committee

assignments, particularly during and after the Second World War, when women

were assigned to prominent panels such as Agriculture, Armed Services, Naval

Affairs, Public Works, Rivers and Harbors, Merchant Marine and Fisheries,

Judiciary, and Interior and Insular Affairs. Five women were assigned to the

Foreign Affairs Committee, and four served on the Banking and Currency

Committee during this era. Other assignments reinforced patterns set during the

first generation of women in Congress, when women legislated on second- or

third-tier panels like Education, Veterans’ Affairs, Post Office and Civil Service,

and Government Operations. Many of these committees dealt with issues that had

long been considered part of a woman’s sphere. Women served on more than 30

House committees during this era. In the Senate, where only two women served 

an entire term or longer, women won appointments to roughly 20 committees.5

A trailblazer, Margaret Chase Smith of Maine was a member of the powerful

Appropriations and Armed Services panels. Four women chaired six congressional
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committees during the period from 1935 to 1954: Representative Mary Norton of

New Jersey—District of Columbia (1935–1937), Labor (1937–1947), Memorials

(1941–1943), and House Administration (1949–1951); Representative O’Day—

Election of the President, Vice President and Representatives in Congress

(1937–1943); Representative Edith Nourse Rogers of Massachusetts—Veterans’

Affairs (1947–1949 and 1953–1955); and Senator Hattie Caraway of Arkansas—

Enrolled Bills (1933–1945).

House leaders, particularly Speakers Joe Martin of Massachusetts and Sam

Rayburn of Texas, promoted women to key positions. As Republican Minority

Leader in 1943, Martin secured seats for Margaret Chase Smith and Clare Boothe

Luce on Naval Affairs and Military Affairs, respectively, to recognize women’s

contributions to the war effort and to bring “a woman’s viewpoint” to traditionally

all-male committees.6 Rayburn steered several women onto important committees,

including Chase Woodhouse, with whom he had a frank and warm relationship.

“You get the same pay as we do, don’t you?” Rayburn once asked her. “Yes, sir, for 

a change,” Woodhouse replied. “And you worked three times as hard to get here 

as any of us did,” he said.7 Speaker Rayburn, who shared Woodhouse’s disdain 

for fundraising and admired her efforts to keep lobbyists at arm’s length, confided

to her, “If I had twenty-four like you, I’d be happy.”8 Later in his Speakership,

Rayburn helped persuade reluctant committee chairmen to accept Coya Knutson

and Martha Griffiths of Michigan as members of powerful panels.

The widow’s mandate, or familial connection, remained prevalent in the second

generation of women in Congress. Fourteen of the 36 women who were elected or

appointed directly succeeded their husbands. Another woman, Leonor Sullivan of

Missouri, won election in 1952 to the St. Louis district served by her late husband

for much of the 1940s. Dixie Graves of Alabama was appointed to the U.S. Senate

in 1937 by her husband, Governor Bibb Graves. In all, 44 percent of the women

from this generation came to Congress through familial connections. The persistence

of this trend explains another statistic—nearly half the women elected or appointed

in this era (17) served one term or less. This was particularly true of southern 

widows like Willa Fulmer of South Carolina, Florence Gibbs of Georgia, Elizabeth

Gasque of South Carolina, Rose Long of Louisiana, and Clara McMillan of 

South Carolina, who were chosen by party leaders as temporary placeholders until

a permanent male successor could be found. For the first time in both chambers, 

a woman succeeded a woman; Representative Stanley succeeded retiring

Congresswoman O’Day in a New York At-Large seat in 1943, and Hazel Abel 

was elected Senator from Nebraska in 1954, succeeding Republican appointee 

Eva Bowring.

Legislative Interests and Achievements:

Ongoing Great Depression
Between 1933 and 1938, Congress passed the New Deal, a sweeping package 

of regulatory and economic recovery policies to alleviate the effects of the Great

Depression. These changes affected virtually every facet of American life—trans-

portation, banking, stock market regulation, agricultural practices, labor practices

(including the minimum wage, the maximum length of the workday, and collective

bargaining), public works, and even the arts. Many of President Franklin Roosevelt’s
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proposals were approved by Congress in the first 100 days of his term, including

the Emergency Banking Relief Act, the Agricultural Adjustment Act, the Federal

Emergency Relief Act, the Tennessee Valley Authority, the Civilian Conservation

Corps, and the National Recovery Act. 

A “second” New Deal began in 1935, as the focus on shoring up the economy

shifted to providing a long-term economic safety net for all Americans. In 1935,

congressional passage of the Social Security Act created unemployment insurance,

old-age pensions, and public assistance programs such as Aid to Families of

Dependent Children.9 These programs helped the American family and were 

particularly critical to women, who often silently bore the brunt of the Great

Depression. Unmarried women, single mothers, and wives in need of jobs to sup-

port their families were disadvantaged not only by the scarcity of employment 

but also by the widespread belief that a woman’s place was at home tending to the

family.10 As chair of the Labor Committee, starting in 1937, Representative Mary

Norton shaped late New Deal legislation, particularly the 1938 Fair Labor Standards

Act, which she personally shepherded through committee and onto the House

Floor for a vote. The act provided for a 40-hour workweek, outlawed child labor,

and set a minimum wage of 25 cents per hour. Norton later helped establish a per-

manent Fair Employment Practice Committee to prevent racial and gender dis-

crimination in hiring and helped secure pensions for elective and executive offices

by expanding the retirement system for federal employees. 

After his overwhelming re-election victory in 1936, President Roosevelt

hatched an aggressive legislative plan to place as many as six additional Justices 

on the Supreme Court. Made public in February 1937, FDR’s proposal was a thinly

disguised effort to add Justices favoring his economic policies to the high court,

which had recently nullified key New Deal programs such as the National Recovery

Administration and the Agricultural Adjustment Administration. Public contro-

versy ensued, and Congress refused to restructure the judiciary.11 The court-pack-

ing episode is widely viewed as the beginning of the end of the New Deal reforms,

as southern Democrats aligned with Republicans to block the administration’s ini-

tiatives at home. The First Lady and Interior Secretary Harold Ickes stumped in

Congresswoman Honeyman’s Portland district during her 1938 re-election campaign,

which she lost largely because of her unflagging support for FDR. During the

next three elections, Republican women critics of the New Deal won election to

Congress—Jessie Sumner of Illinois (1938), Frances Bolton of Ohio (1940), Smith

(1940), Luce (1942), and Stanley (1942). 

Intervention Versus Isolation
By the late 1930s, with European countries arming for war and tensions

increasing due to Japanese expansion in the Pacific, Congress shifted its focus to

preparing for war and to America’s role in world affairs. In the years after World

War I, a strong isolationist movement spearheaded by Members of Congress 

from midwestern states gripped the country. The isolationists believed that the

Woodrow Wilson administration’s pro-Allied slant and big business interests had

drawn the United States into World War I, and they were committed to avoiding

another world war. From 1935 to 1937, Congress passed a series of neutrality acts

that incrementally banned arms trade with belligerent countries, the extension of

credit to warring countries, travel on belligerent ships, and the arming of American
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merchant ships. The final bill, the Neutrality Act of 1937, provided that at the

President’s discretion, belligerent countries could purchase nonembargoed goods

on a “cash-and-carry” basis, that is, the goods would be paid for when they were

purchased and transported on the belligerent country’s own vessels.

Opposition to American intervention in a potential world conflict centered in

the late 1930s around two groups, pacifists and isolationists. In addition to moni-

toring the growing fascist threat in Europe and Asia, the FDR administration was

waging a protracted battle at home with a core group of isolationists in Congress

who resisted increasing pressure to provide economic and military support for

America’s traditional partners in the Atlantic Alliance.12 Jessie Sumner epitomized

the isolationist perspective. Elected to the first of four terms in 1938, Sumner was

especially critical of American foreign policy in the months immediately after war

broke out in Europe in September 1939. She lashed out at the Roosevelt adminis-

tration for what she viewed as a pro-British bias, insisting, “our historical experi-

ence warns us that we cannot safely become an arsenal for belligerents.”13

Caroline O’Day, a member of the Women’s International League for Peace and

Freedom in the 1920s, was the most significant female voice for pacifism in the late

1930s. In 1939, after Germany invaded Poland, beginning the Second World War,

O’Day opposed the amendment of earlier neutrality acts that prohibited selling

arms or extending credit to belligerent nations. Joining isolationists like Sumner,

she also voted against the 1940 Selective Service Act, the nation’s first peace-time

draft, saying, “As mothers whose sons would be obliged to go to war; as women

who, with the children, would remain at home to be the victims of air raids and

bombing of cities, we should have the right to vote against it, and express our

desire for peace.”14 However, O’Day ultimately supported the war effort when she

learned about the nature of the Nazi atrocities in Europe. “We as individuals and

as a nation must consent to play our proper role in world affairs,” said O’Day, who

was at heart, more an internationalist than an isolationist.15

Congress eventually voted to repeal the arms embargo against countries fighting

Nazi Germany and, for the first time, allowed American merchant ships to convoy

arms and equipment to Great Britain. The majority of the women in Congress sup-

ported the Roosevelt administration’s foreign policy. Clara McMillan of South

Carolina, a mother of five young sons, reasoned that preparing for America’s seem-

ingly imminent entry into the war would best preserve her sons’ safety. Congress-

woman Rogers broke with fellow Republicans to vote against the neutrality acts

and for the 1940 Selective Service Act, citing the danger posed by Adolf Hitler’s

Germany. The Selective Service Bill passed Congress and was extended by a nar-

row margin a year later. Between 1940 and 1947, more than 10 million conscripts

served in the U.S. military. 

Japan’s surprise attack against the U.S. Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii,

on December 7, 1941, unified the country for war. More than 2,400 persons were

killed, and 19 U.S. Navy ships were sunk or disabled. An anticlimactic but oft-cele-

brated event in the pacifist crusade occurred the next day, when Jeannette Rankin

of Montana cast the lone vote against declaring war on Japan. During her previous

term, in 1917, Rankin had voted against U.S. entry into World War I. A devoted

pacifist, she served in a variety of peace organizations before being re-elected to

Congress in 1940. Rankin’s vote against war on Japan  effectively ended her House

career. “When in a hundred years from now, courage, sheer courage based upon
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moral indignation is celebrated in this country,” editor William Allen White

observed, “the name of Jeannette Rankin, who stood firm in folly for her faith, will

be written in monumental bronze, not for what she did but for the way she did it.”16

Expanding Women’s Responsibilities in Wartime
Once the nation was committed to war, women in Congress legislated to make

available unprecedented opportunities for women as members and supporters of

the U.S. armed services. Congresswoman Rogers authored the May 1942 Women’s

Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC) Act, which created up to 150,000 noncombat

positions (primarily in nursing) for women in the U.S. Army. Nearly 350,000

women eventually served as WAACs and in similar groups in other branches of the

military, including the navy (WAVES), the coast guard (SPAR), and the marines

(MCWR). Another 1,000 women became Women’s Airforce Service Pilots

(WASPs).17 Representative Rogers also shaped the landmark Servicemen’s

Readjustment Act of 1944 (commonly known as the G.I. Bill of Rights), which

authorized the Veterans’ Administration to help servicemen adjust to civilian life

by providing financial aid for school and job training, employment programs, fed-

eral housing loans, and medical care. Frances Bolton, a moderate isolationist before

the war, soon embraced military preparedness. She authored the Bolton Act of

1943, creating the U.S. Cadet Nurse Corps, which was responsible for training

nearly 125,000 women as military nurses. Bolton later toured Europe to observe

these women at work in field hospitals. After the war, she advocated a greater role

for women in the military and even suggested they be made eligible for future

drafts. Margaret Chase Smith also strongly supported women’s participation in the

military. Her landmark Women’s Armed Forces Integration Act, passed in 1948,

ensured the permanent inclusion of women in the military. 

The war provided new opportunities for some groups of American women. By

1942, so many men had been taken out of the economy to fill the military ranks that
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women were recruited to make up for the “manpower” shortage. The War Manpower

Commission created an enduring image of the era with its “Rosie the Riveter” 

campaign, which aimed to bring women—single and married—into the workforce.

Posters of Rosie’s muscular, can-do image as a production line worker at an arma-

ments plant projected an unconventional image of women as a source of physical

strength. Between 1941 and 1945, some 6 million new women entered the work-

force—swelling their ranks to about 19 million and a then-all-time high of 36 

percent of the U.S. workforce.18

Labor Committee Chairwoman Mary T. Norton urged women not to retreat

into the home when the men returned from war. “This is the time for women every-

where to prove that they appreciate the responsibility they have been given,”

Norton said at the war’s end. “Women can’t be Sitting-Room Sarahs or Kitchen

Katies. They have homes to keep up, food to prepare, families to clothe . . . but they

have their world to make. . . . American women today stand on the threshold of a

glorious future . . . .They can grasp it . . . or they can let it slide.” Norton spoke pas-

sionately about the pressure on women from industry and labor unions to vacate

jobs for GIs seeking employment: “Women are going to be pushed into a corner,

and very soon at that.” It would be, she predicted, a “heartbreaking” setback.19

Shaping the Postwar Peace
Women Members were involved not only in preparing for and waging war, but

also in creating the framework for a lasting peace. In 1944, women rode a wave of

internationalist sentiment to Congress, partially signaling the triumph of FDR’s

foreign policy over the prewar isolationists. Three prominent internationalists—

Emily Taft Douglas of Illinois, Chase Going Woodhouse, and Helen Gahagan

Douglas—were elected to the House of Representatives. Emily Douglas was a

forceful and articulate advocate for the implementation of the Dumbarton Oaks

accords that created a postwar United Nations (UN). From her seat on the 

Banking and Currency Committee, Woodhouse helped execute the Bretton Woods

Agreements, which created the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund.

Helen Douglas, a former Hollywood actress, enthusiastically endorsed postwar

U.S. reconstruction aid to Europe and supported the creation of the Atomic Energy

Commission to ensure that civilians, as well as the military, would have some con-

trol over atomic technology. At the opposite end of the spectrum, isolationist Jessie

Sumner retired from the House in 1947, citing her frustration with the President’s

power to set an expansive global U.S. foreign policy.

Civil Rights
The social and economic dislocation that resulted from the Second World

War reopened a long-running debate about civil rights in America.20 Reformers

believed that the African-American contributions to the war effort underscored

the moral imperative of repealing segregationist laws in the United States. Frances

Bolton challenged her colleagues on this point during a debate on outlawing the

poll tax used to disenfranchise African Americans:21 “Even at painful cost, America

must be true to her own vision, to her own soul, to her responsibility to tomorrow’s

world. We talk so much of democracy, of freedom. Can we have either so long as

great sections of our land withhold freedom?” Congresswomen took public and,

often, conflicting positions on civil rights. In the late 1930s, Senator Dixie Bibb
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Graves received national press attention as an opponent of federal action against

lynching; she insisted that the practice was in decline and that federal statute would

intrude on states’ rights. Her colleague Hattie Caraway agreed and later opposed

efforts to outlaw poll taxes. Representative O’Day supported antilynching laws.

Representative Helen Mankin of Georgia, elected to an abbreviated term in 1946,

was an outspoken opponent of the politics of Governor Eugene Talmadge and of

Jim Crow laws that disenfranchised southern blacks. Widely popular with the

black community in her Atlanta-based district, Mankin was unseated in the fall

1946 elections, when Talmadge officials altered the rules for the Democratic pri-

mary. Marguerite Church of Illinois and Helen Douglas challenged segregationist

dining policies in the Capitol. At the very end of the period, Iris Blitch of Georgia,

a Talmadge protégé, won election to the first of four House terms and signed the

“Southern Manifesto,” opposing federal efforts to end racial segregation in the South. 

The Cold War and McCarthyism
As the Second World War ended, the victorious alliance between Washington

and Moscow began to weaken. Soviet forces, which had broken the backbone of the

German army, occupied virtually every Eastern European capital. Soviet Premier

Joseph Stalin believed Russian security interests required control of western inva-

sion routes used by the Germans to invade his homeland twice during his lifetime.

Rather than evacuate Eastern Europe and East Germany, the Soviet Red Army

tightened Moscow’s grip and installed pliant communist regimes. A war of words

and mutual suspicions developed. By 1947, officials in Washington had decided 

to try to contain communism by economic and military means—implementing the

Marshall Plan to rebuild Western Europe and West Germany and helping countries

plagued by communist insurgencies. The first Soviet test of an atomic bomb in

1949, the founding of the communist People’s Republic of China the same year, and

communist North Korea’s invasion of South Korea in June 1950 seemed to confirm

Americans’ worst fears about the expansion of international communism.22 

Several women in Congress were vocal advocates of a hard-line American 

policy toward the Soviet Union. Jessie Sumner raised concerns early on about the

nature of Stalinist foreign policy, arguing that Americans should beware of sup-

porting postwar international organizations because, she believed, they would 

be co-opted by communist powers. Congresswoman Luce also criticized Soviet

motives, especially in regard to Polish sovereignty and, along with other Members

of Congress, accused the Roosevelt administration of capitulating to Stalin’s

demands for a Russian sphere of influence in Eastern Europe. Congresswoman

Edna Kelly of New York, elected to the House in 1949, was an ardent anticommu-

nist who gained the influential post of head of the European Affairs Subcommittee

on the Foreign Affairs panel. Kelly and others, such as Woodhouse, backed the 

creation of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in 1949, supported

the Marshall Plan, and advocated large foreign-aid packages to help governments

resist communist insurgents.

The restructuring of U.S. national security policy and the billions of dollars

spent on the global war on communism changed America’s international role. Not

all Congresswomen agreed that such expenditures were in the best interests of the

American people. Maude Kee of West Virginia questioned the urgency of giving

multibillion-dollar aid packages to foreign countries when residents of her rural
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Appalachian district suffered from high unemployment and a low standard of 

living. Vera Buchanan of Pennsylvania publicly raised concerns about the threats

of officials in the Dwight D. Eisenhower administration to annihilate the Soviet

Union, using nuclear weapons in “massive retaliation” for military provocation.

Marguerite Stitt Church of Illinois questioned expenditures of vast sums on military

hardware for foreign countries, instead of on job-training and economic programs

for women in developing countries. Other women from this period, such as O’Day

and Woodhouse (and later in the Cold War, Edith Green and Coya Knutson)

brought a domestic perspective to the national security debate, arguing that

improved economic and educational opportunities would best protect Americans’

freedom. Helen Douglas linked U.S. civil rights reforms with Cold War national

security objectives. Winning the support of potential allies in the global struggle

against communism required fundamental changes at home. Racial segregation in

America, Douglas said on the House Floor, “raises the question among the colonial

peoples of the earth . . . as to whether or not we are really their friends, whether or

not we will ever understand their longing and right for self-determination.”23

Indeed, the domestic consequences of the Cold War were profound. American

officials had to garner public support for huge outlays for the containment policy

and, in making their case about the dangers of communism abroad, stoked fears 

of communist infiltration at home. The House Committee on Un-American

Activities (HUAC), which held numerous high-profile public hearings, became 

a soapbox from which anticommunist Members of Congress called attention to 

the “red menace.”24

During its 37-year history, no woman served on HUAC (later renamed the

Internal Security Committee), though several, including Edith Nourse Rogers 

and Edna Kelly, supported its usefulness. Both Helen Douglas and Emily Douglas

attacked HUAC for its brusque tactics, which included publicizing unsubstantiat-

ed rumors. “No men are pure and unbiased enough to have this immense power to
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discredit, accuse and denounce which this committee wields,” Helen Douglas

declared. “It is un-American in-itself to be condemned in the press or before the

public without trial or hearing.”25 In a speech entitled “My Democratic Credo,”

Douglas identified the real dangers to democracy as demagoguery and repressive

domestic controls justified in the name of national security.26 “Have we talked

about communists so much that we have begun to imitate them?” she asked.27

In a 1950 campaign for one of California’s seats in the U.S. Senate, Representative

Richard Nixon of California, a member of HUAC, successfully employed smear

tactics to defeat Congresswoman Douglas, whom he labeled a communist sympa-

thizer. Representative Reva Bosone of Utah, formerly a Salt Lake City judge, 

was turned out of office two years later, partly because her opponent attacked 

her for opposing a bill granting wide-ranging powers to the newly created Central

Intelligence Agency.

In the U.S. Senate, Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin made the shocking claim in a

February 1950 speech in Wheeling, West Virginia, that he possessed a list of 205 com-

munists employed at the State Department. He then labeled World War II hero and

Secretary of Defense George C. Marshall a traitor and rebuked President Harry

Truman and Secretary of State Dean G. Acheson for being “soft” on communism. As

chairman of the Government Operations Committee’s Subcommittee on Investigations

in the 83rd Congress (1953–1955), McCarthy commenced hearings to root out “sub-

versive activities” in the federal government. His tactics received widespread attention

from the press but ferreted out no communists. However, many of the government

employees and private citizens who were called before his committee had their careers

and reputations ruined.28

Few of his contemporaries publicly countered McCarthy’s unsubstantiated

charges. Outgoing Representative Woodhouse told the New York Times, “It is the job

of every balanced, conscientious person to steer us away from the dangers of hysteria

and to label as traitors those in public positions who attempt to gain personal bene-

fit from playing on the fears of the masses of the people.”29 Margaret Chase Smith, 

a freshman Senator, directly challenged McCarthy in a Senate Floor speech that

demonstrated great moral courage. In an address she later called her “Declaration 

of Conscience,” Senator Smith said, “those of us who shout the loudest about

Americanism . . . are all too frequently those who, by our own words and acts, ignore

some of the basic principles of Americanism—the right to criticize; the right to hold

unpopular beliefs; the right to protest; the right of independent thought.” Although

she did not mention McCarthy by name, her meaning was unmistakable. She 

also took her colleagues to task for condoning the permissive context in which
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Communist-hunting Senator Joseph

McCarthy of Wisconsin (center) confers

with his two principal aides, G. David

Schine (left) and Roy Cohn in this June

1954 photo.  McCarthy came to prominence

in February 1950 when he accused the

State Department of being infiltrated 

by dozens of communists. In 1953,

McCarthy became chairman of the

Government Operations Committee’s

Permanent Subcommittee on

Investigations—a prime perch from

which to pursue alleged communist 

activities in the U.S. government.

McCarthy’s sweeping and unsubstantiated

accusations, carried widely by the press,

produced no communists but ruined many

careers and perpetuated public fears

about domestic subversives.    
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McCarthyism was allowed to flourish and in which Senate debate had been

“debased to the level of a forum of hate and character assassination.”30 McCarthy’s

downfall came in the spring of 1954 when he investigated the U.S. Army in televised

hearings; his ruthless and exaggerated tactics were broadcast to millions of viewers.

In December 1954, the Senate censured McCarthy. Voting with the majority were his

Republican colleagues Senator Smith and Senator Abel.

Crafting an Identity

Second-generation women in Congress legislated sporadically on issues of

special importance to their gender and on the initiative of individuals rather than

that of a group. The paucity of Congresswomen inhibited the development of a

coherent women’s-issues agenda until the 1970s. Few embraced a “feminist” agenda

—preferring to work within the prescribed institutional channels.

There were exceptions, however. Congresswoman Winifred Stanley intro-

duced the first equal-pay legislation in Congress, arguing that women and men

should receive the same compensation for the same type of work. “Merit, regard-

less of sex, should be the basis of employment,” Stanley said. “Jobs should be filled

by those best qualified by ability, training and experience, with the consideration

given to men and women of the armed services.”31 Unsuccessful equal pay measures

were introduced repeatedly in the decades that followed, notably by Representative

Kelly in 1951 and by Representative Cecil Harden of Indiana in 1957. Stanley, along

with then-Representative Margaret Chase Smith, also renewed the drive for the

passage of the Equal Rights Amendment in 1943 to mark the 20th anniversary of

its introduction to Congress.

House veteran Mary Norton realized that there were not enough women in

Congress to support such an agenda. In the months immediately following the war,

she despaired that a quarter century after earning the vote, women had failed to

organize as an effective political bloc. “We won’t see a dozen women in Congress

in our day because women won’t vote for women,” Norton lamented.32 More than a

dozen women did serve in the 83rd Congress, two years after Norton retired. But

women did not consistently hold even two dozen seats in Congress (about 5 per-

cent of the total membership) until the mid-1980s. 

Chase Woodhouse, one of Norton’s contemporaries, recalled that she and her

women colleagues in the House earnestly pursued individual projects but did not

reach a consensus on legislation about issues that were particularly relevant to

women, namely, education, employment, childcare, reproductive rights, and health

issues. Norton, Woodhouse observed, worked hard to minimize distinctions

between women and men in everyday House activities, insisting that the men treat

the women as “Congressmen”; there were no “ladies first” in the line for the elevator,

and women Members would wear plain business suits and no “frillies” or hats on

the House Floor. “None of us were women’s women,” Woodhouse recalled years

later of colleagues like Emily Douglas, Helen Douglas, Sumner, and Luce.33

Woodhouse secured federal money for programs and organizations that were

important to women, particularly prenatal clinics and child welfare agencies.34

Acutely concerned with helping women in the workplace, Woodhouse nevertheless

distanced herself from vocal feminists. “I always say I never attack a brick wall,”

she observed years later. “I try to go around it, and the people who are defending
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Former First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt (left)

and Senator Margaret Chase Smith of

Maine on the set of the political television

program Face the Nation in Washington,

D.C., on November 11, 1956. Both women

were leading figures in the Democratic and

Republican parties, respectively.   
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the other side are so surprised to see me that they even say, ‘How do you do? 

What can I do for you?’”35 Her colleague Frances Bolton chafed at the term

“Congresswoman.” “It doesn’t exist” in the dictionary, she once snapped. “We’ve

had Congressmen here for a good many generations. But we’ve never had

Congresswomen. You’re a woman Congressman. It’s just like a chairman. Some

people say chairwoman. But that’s just silly.”36

Importantly, however, a new legislative style for women in Congress was being

pioneered by celebrities-turned-politicians—a “show horse,” or publicity-driven

style.37 Capitalizing on their fame, Luce and Helen Douglas chose to become par-

tisan champions of the issue du jour rather than to specialize in areas of legislative

interest. Congresswoman Luce, a glamorous playwright, delivered the keynote

address at the 1944 GOP National Convention; it was the first time a woman was

accorded this honor by a major party.38 Several weeks later, Douglas, an actress

and a singer and the wife of film star Melvyn Douglas—then making her first run

for the House—was featured prominently at the Democratic National

Convention.39 The energy these women derived from the intense media coverage of

their House careers  became part of their style. Reflecting late in life on her move

to a career in politics, Douglas remarked, “I never felt I left the stage.”40 While nei-

ther Luce nor Douglas used this legislative style to advance a “women’s-issues”

agenda, later generations of women in Congress adopted their style to become pub-

lic advocates for feminist concerns, particularly Bella Abzug of New York and, to a

lesser degree, Martha Griffiths of Michigan and Patricia Schroeder of Colorado.

In the late 1940s, California Congressman Jerry Voorhis marveled at the precari-

ous balancing act of his women colleagues, who charted “a course midway between

two fatal mistakes.” Voorhis observed that “the woman member must take care that

she does not base her appeal for the cause in which she is interested on the fact of

her womanhood. She cannot expect chivalry from the male members when it comes

to casting their votes. Neither, on the other hand, can she hope to gain a strong

position for herself if she attempts the role of a hail fellow well met and tries to be

like the men. What she has to do is to be simply a member of the House who quite

incidentally happens to belong to the female sex.”41

Institutional and cultural barriers added to the precariousness of women’s 

new foothold in national political life. The Cold War, enduring paternalistic 

social patterns, and the temporary decline of feminist reform blunted women’s 

drive for political power, leaving the third generation of Congresswomen—those

elected from the 1950s to the early 1970s—to begin fundamentally altering the 

legislative landscape.
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Accompanied by U.S. Marine officers,

Senator Margaret Chase Smith tours 

a U.S. military facility.  Smith was 

the first woman to serve on the Armed

Services Committee in both the House

and the Senate. 
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2. House numbers do not include Delegates or Resident Commissioners. Sources: Office of the Clerk, U.S. House of Representatives; U.S. Senate
Historical Office.
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joined Jeannette Rankin in support of the enfranchisement

of New York women. Her first political appointment

came in 1921 when New York Governor Alfred E. Smith

named her to the state board of social welfare, supervising

care for dependent juveniles. In 1923, O'Day became asso-

ciate chair of the New York state Democratic Committee

and directed its women's division—holding both positions

until her death. She traversed New York, logging more

than 8,000 miles with Eleanor Roosevelt and other women

leaders to organize voters. As a reward, the party appoint-

ed her chair of the New York delegation to the 1924

Democratic National Convention.3 Together, O'Day and

Roosevelt led delegations of women to Albany to press

the legislature to adopt Governor Smith's programs. She

worked for Smith's presidential campaign in 1928 and 

for Franklin Roosevelt's successful 1932 campaign. After

Roosevelt's inauguration, O'Day was named New York's

director of the National Recovery Administration.

O'Day's 1934 race for one of two New York At-Large

seats in the U.S. House of Representatives drew national

attention because of the candidate's highly placed supporter:

First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt.4 O'Day secured the nomi-

nation when Roosevelt allies ousted the first-term incum-

bent, John Fitzgibbon (former mayor of Oswego) from

the ticket, citing his insufficient support for New Deal

initiatives.5 Eleanor Roosevelt backed O'Day and, in the

process, became the first First Lady to actively campaign

for a congressional candidate—making a half dozen

speeches and even chairing her campaign committee.6

GOP leaders were incensed at the break with tradition

and labeled O'Day as a “Yes” vote for the Roosevelt

administration. Eleanor Roosevelt defended her actions

on personal and political grounds.7 “I am doing this as an

longtime suffragist with strong ties to New York

politics and First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt,

Caroline O'Day was an unwavering supporter

of New Deal legislation and a fervent pacifist during 

her four terms in the House. Once, when asked what she

would do if the United States became embroiled in a war,

she declared, “I would just kiss my children good-bye

and start off for Leavenworth.”1 Those convictions

changed, however, when O'Day realized the aims of 

Nazi Germany.

Caroline Love Goodwin was born on June 22, 1875, on

a plantation in Perry, Georgia, daughter of Sidney Prior

Goodwin and Elia Warren. Caroline Goodwin graduated

from the elite Lucy Cobb Institute in Athens, Georgia,

and for eight years studied art in Paris (with James

McNeill Whistler), Munich, and Holland, and briefly at

the Cooper Union. In 1902, she married Daniel T. O'Day,

son of a Standard Oil Company executive, whom she met

in Europe. They settled in Rye, New York, and had three

children: Elia, Daniel, and Charles. 

Caroline O'Day first became interested in politics

after witnessing a suffrage parade with her husband, who

turned to his wife and asked why she wasn't marching

with the procession.2 She later joined the Westchester

(NY) League of Women Voters, where she became an

officer and first met Eleanor Roosevelt. After the death of

her husband in 1916, Caroline O'Day dedicated herself to

improving the lives of working-class poor in the inner city.

She served on the board of directors and volunteered at

Lillian Wald's Henry Street Settlement on Manhattan's

Lower East Side. A pacifist who opposed U.S. entry into

World War I, O'Day became vice chair of the Women's

International League for Peace and Freedom. In 1917, she

former members | 1935–1954 ★ 155

former members ★ 1935–1954

Caroline O’Day

1875–1943

united states representative  ★ democrat from new york

1935–1943

A

image courtesy of the library of congress



★ caroline o’day ★

Congresswoman O'Day's first passion was the pursuit

of world peace. Her affiliation with the group World

Peaceways, led O'Day to propose several measures she

believed would deter world conflict: the adoption of 

a national referendum to allow voters to decide for or

against a war; federal government control of the arms

industry; and a government-backed educational campaign

about the horrors of war. Women played a particularly

important role in the protest movement, O'Day noted,

because as mothers they “pay the first and greatest cost

of war.”15 She represented the Women's International

League for Peace and Freedom at the International

Conference for the Maintenance of Peace in Buenos

Aires, Argentina, in 1936.16 She was concerned with the

prospect of “total war,” in which civilian targets—urban

and industrial, in particular—were as important to strate-

gists as traditional military targets. The Spanish Civil

War, then raging in Spain, as well as Japanese and Nazi

tactics in the opening years of World War II, would con-

firm O'Day's fears. O'Day urged that the U.S. and other

nations adopt a “standard of ethics” that would outlaw

mass killings.17

O'Day's work extended beyond pacifist principles.

National security, she observed, derived from stable

domestic life.18 She was a staunch supporter of the 

New Deal and looked to advance the cause of labor and

children's issues. O'Day's first major legislative victory

was in winning the delay of the deportation of 2,600

immigrants (many of them with dependents who had citi-

zenship rights in the U.S.), pending a thorough review by

Congress.19 She helped attach a child labor amendment 

to the 1936 Walsh–Healy Act, which set employment

standards for federal contracts, and to the 1938 Fair

Labor Standards Act, which fixed minimum wages for

employment. The Congresswoman also called for a dra-

matic expansion of the government's aid to the dependent

children program, which she described as a “national

investment.”20 In 1940, O'Day urged colleagues to adopt

federal aid programs for migrant workers, especially for

children of migrants, who often toiled in the fields along-

side their parents.21 O'Day also fought to keep funding

individual,” she said. “I believe in certain things, and . . . 

I feel I am justified in making this effort in my own state,

because I know its problems.”8

While Republicans howled at Eleanor Roosevelt's

involvement, O'Day's principal opponent, Nyack lawyer

Natalie F. Couch, refused to go on the attack and stuck to

a vague nine-point platform that promised to fight unem-

ployment and support “humane” public relief programs

while balancing the federal budget.9 O'Day's platform

stressed better wages and working conditions for laborers,

strong support for federal intervention to relieve the

effects of the Great Depression, and the need to involve

women in local and national government.10 O'Day also

tapped into a state network of Democratic women's

groups and arranged for prominent national women's 

figures to canvass New York on her behalf. Self-styled as

the “Flying Squadron,” the group included such luminaries

as the aviator Amelia Earhart (O'Day's Rye neighbor),

Elizabeth Wheeler (daughter of Montana Senator Burton

K. Wheeler), and Josephine Roche, a prominent Colorado

politician.11 O'Day topped a slate of 12 candidates with

27.6 percent of the vote, just barely ahead of Democrat

Matthew J. Merritt and only a few percentage points in

front of Couch. O'Day's platform had broad appeal for

Depression-Era New Yorkers: “Higher standards for

wage earners, adequate relief at lowest cost to the taxpayer,

a sound policy, and wider opportunity for women in

government.”12 The GOP ran women candidates in the

next three elections in unsuccessful attempts to unseat

O'Day. None could close O'Day's and Merritt's several-

hundred-thousand-vote margins.13

Once in the House, O'Day received assignments on the

Immigration and Naturalization Committee and on the

Insular Affairs Committee. She also chaired the Committee

on Election of President, Vice President, and Representatives

in Congress from 1937 to 1943. She, along with Mary T.

Norton and Isabella S. Greenway was one of the most pop-

ular and recognizable women in Congress. O'Day's trade-

mark was her collection of hand fans. Known as “The

Lady of the Fans”, she carried them into committee hear-

ings and onto the House Floor.14
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lobby in the nation.”26 Eventually, however, when Nazi

forces overran Western Europe and intensified atrocities

against Jews and other minorities in Germany and the

occupied countries, O'Day changed her position. She 

supported increased armaments for the American military.

After the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7,

1941, Congress voted overwhelmingly to declare war on

Japan. O'Day, who by that time suffered from a chronic

long-term illness, was absent for the vote. She later told

House colleagues that, had she been present, she would

have voted for the war resolution. “Japan, Germany, and

Italy have decided the issue of peace or war,” O'Day said.27

Poor health brought O'Day's career to a premature

end. Her 1940 election had been carried on largely by her

daughter, Elia, who made campaign appearances for her

convalescing mother. O'Day declined to run for a fifth

term in 1942, after she suffered complicating injuries 

from a fall. She was succeeded by Republican Winnifred

Stanley, who prevailed against Democratic candidate 

Flora Dufour Johnson in the 1942 general elections.

O'Day died on January 4, 1943, a day after the end of 

her congressional service.

for federal arts projects in theater, music, and writing,

initiated by the Works Progress Administration.22

Representative O'Day consistently championed pro-

gressive civil rights causes. She supported an antilynching

bill that came before Congress in 1935, noting that “I have

been interested in the efforts Southern women have been

making to curb this horrible thing.”23 She backed a 1937

version of the bill that passed the House. She also criticized

the Daughters of the American Revolution in 1939 when

they refused to allow African-American singer Marian

Anderson to perform at Constitution Hall. In 1939, O'Day

opposed legislation to create detention camps for aliens, 

a plan that foreshadowed later wartime internment camps

for Japanese Americans. She derided the bill as “a negation

of every idea and policy and principle that our country

holds dear.”24 Her suffrage background and her tireless

work on behalf of underrepresented minorities, however,

did not translate into support for an equal rights amend-

ment. Like many of her women colleagues, O'Day publicly

rejected the idea, fearing that it would undermine protec-

tive laws she had helped implement for single women and

working mothers in the labor force.25

Her pacifist views threatened to bring her into open

conflict with the Roosevelt administration as America's

entry into World War II grew imminent. O'Day opposed

modification of the Neutrality Acts to authorize arms

sales to nations at war with Nazi Germany and voted

against the 1940 Selective Training and Service Act. She

lashed out against the U.S. military as the “most powerful

“Women will no longer consent to war. There is no problem affecting humanity that cannot
be settled without recourse to the battlefield.”

—Caroline O’Day, International Conference for the Maintenance of Peace, Buenos Aires, Argentina, 1936
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following of farmers and laborers who rallied around his

“Share the Wealth” initiative. 

Rose Long distanced herself from her husband's political

work during his years as governor, though she remained

supportive.1 Unlike her egomaniacal husband, Rose shied

from the spotlight and served as the anchor for her young

family. She was so unobtrusive as Louisiana's First Lady

as to be largely unknown to many of her husband's con-

stituents. While Long traveled in large caravans and 

constantly in the company of bodyguards, Rose Long

routinely drove the family car on long trips with the 

children, recalling that she occasionally stopped to 

pick up hitchhikers, whom she and her daughter would

pepper with questions about politics without revealing

their identities.2

Huey Long's political ambitions stretched all the way

to the White House. He won election as Louisiana governor

by tapping into voter discontent with conservative rule

and pledging a tax-the-rich program. In the Senate, he

eventually charged that FDR's New Deal programs had

been co-opted by conservative business interests. In the

fall 1932 elections, as a jab at his chief Senate rival, Long

led a last-minute campaign blitz in Arkansas to help elect

Hattie Caraway, who bucked the political establishment

by refusing to retire after a brief appointment to succeed

her late husband. With Long's help, she won a full six-year

term. Huey Long became a national figure in opposition

to FDR with his “Share the Wealth” program, which

called for a radical redistribution of wealth to afford 

every American a decent standard of living. By 1935, 

he was a serious contender for the presidency.3

Long had made a host of enemies. On September 8,

1935, the Senator was shot while visiting the Louisiana

ose Long emerged from behind the long shadow 

of her flamboyant husband, the slain Louisiana

populist Huey P. Long, to fill his Senate seat for

an abbreviated term. Accompanied by her children, Long

diligently assumed her husband's committee duties while,

in Baton Rouge, the shattered remnants of the Long polit-

ical machine vied for a permanent successor. 

Rose McConnell was born in Greensburg, Indiana, 

on April 8, 1892. She was the first child born to Peter

McConnell, a farmer, and Sally B. McConnell, who came

from a long line of southern planters. The McConnell

family moved to Shreveport, Louisiana, in 1901, where

Rose attended the public schools and later became a local

schoolteacher. In 1910, she entered a cake baking contest

with a “bride loaf cake.” One of the judges, a traveling

salesman who had sponsored the contest to pitch the lard

substitute he was selling, was named Huey Pierce Long.

Rose McConnell won the contest, struck up a long corre-

spondence with the itinerant Long, and, in 1913, in

Memphis, Tennessee, she married him. The Longs moved

to New Orleans, where Rose worked as a secretary to pay

Huey's way through the Tulane Law School. After finish-

ing a three-year program in seven months, he was admitted

to the bar in 1915. Rose Long put her stenography skills

to use on behalf of her husband's early political cam-

paigns and served as a political adviser. Meanwhile she

raised their three children: Rose, Russell, and Palmer. 

In 1928, after serving on the state railroad commission,

Huey Long was elected Louisiana governor. As the

state's political boss, he introduced sweeping legislation

that ushered in large public works programs. Two years

later, he won election to the U.S. Senate where, in the

early years of the Depression, he gained a large populist
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Senate owe their positions largely to Huey Long is a tragic

commentary upon the success of the feminist movement.”6

On February 10, 1936, Rose Long was sworn into the

Senate and took a seat alongside Hattie Caraway at the

back of the chamber. Upon taking office, she received 

credentials made out to “Mrs. Huey Pierce Long,” 

which she insisted be changed to “Rose McConnell

Long.” After the ceremony, at which Vice President John

Nance Garner administered the oath of office before 

virtually the entire Senate and packed galleries, Long

got right down to business, attending a floor speech 

on U.S.– Japanese relations. She told reporters that she

intended to carry on her husband's “Share the Wealth”

programs. “I am having all of our files and records sent

up, and will study them before making any announce-

ments. I am 100 percent for labor and the farmers, and

will vote for everything to help them.”7 Long settled

into several suites in a hotel on Connecticut Avenue in

the northwest part of the city—the same hotel that Huey

had occupied. She also brought her daughter, Rose, and

youngest son, Palmer, to stay with her in Washington.

On April 21, 1936, Rose Long won the special election 

to serve the remainder of her husband's term. With a

sparse crowd in the gallery that included Rose and sev-

eral schoolmates, she was sworn in a second time on 

May 19, 1936. 

Senator Long's daughter, Rose, whom she brought 

to Washington, was more than just a supportive family

member. The younger Rose possessed the political acumen

to help her mother, who was sometimes awkward in public-

speaking situations, adjust to her new role. The daughter

first had urged her mother to accept the nomination

because, she recalled, it seemed “the right thing to do.”8

The immediate family members believed that Russell was

best equipped to eventually carry out his father's work—

and eventually he would, serving as Louisiana Senator

from 1948 to 1987 and chairing the Finance Committee.

Huey, Rose, and Russell were the only father-mother-

child combination in Senate history. In later years, despite

her apparent abilities, the younger Rose Long did not

enter public service.9

state capitol and died early on the morning of September

10th. The scramble to name a successor to the “Kingfish”

made for pure political spectacle throughout the fall of

1935. Long organization leaders settled on a slate of can-

didates for the January 21, 1936, primary and the April 21,

1936, special election. Governor O.K. Allen, Long's suc-

cessor, was nominated to fill out the remainder of Long's

Senate term, set to expire in January 1937. Meanwhile, the

speaker of the Louisiana state house of representatives,

Allen Ellender, was chosen to run for the succeeding six-

year term. Richard W. Leche was named as the gubernato-

rial candidate, and Earl Long, Huey's brother, displaced

Acting Lieutenant Governor James A. Noe on the ticket.

But the plan crumbled from the top down. Governor

Allen died before the primary, and Noe, his slighted 

subordinate, succeeded him for a four-month term.4

Though snubbed by the Long organization, Noe had

been one of the Kingfish's closest protégés. He bypassed

Ellender and chose Long's widow, Rose, to succeed her

husband. In making his announcement on January 31,

1936, Noe crowed, “It is the happiest moment of my life.”

He also promised Rose Long that she would receive

unanimous backing from state party leaders—which she

soon did. To the press, he was more mellifluous: “The love

of Huey Long binds us together as a solid Gibraltar. . .

we're united and there isn't a hint of dissension in the party.”5

Critics charged Noe with “political trickery” and

attempting to advance his own ambitions for national

office. Newspapers speculated that Rose Long was a mere

compromise candidate who would hold the seat until a

victor emerged from the swamp of Louisiana politics. The

Washington Post denounced the move as destructive to the

advancement of women in politics because it seemed to

advance a family political dynasty rather than democratic

interests. “Women have as much right as men to seek and

fill political office,” the editors wrote. “But every time a

woman is elevated to a position of great influence merely

for sentimental reasons it becomes more difficult for

those who are really trained for effective public work to

win recognition.” Remembering Caraway's election, they

further noted, “The fact that the two women now in the
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Though her husband's term did not expire until

January 3, 1937, Rose Long's stint as a Senator was further

abbreviated when the second (and final) session of the

74th Congress (1935–1937) adjourned on June 20, 1936—

four months after she came to Washington. She worked

hard during that stint, however, preferring the routine of

committee work to the public forum of the Senate Chamber.

In stark contrast to her husband, Rose Long shied from

the limelight and made few floor speeches. She fit com-

fortably into the committee work that Huey Long often

neglected. Rose Long received five assignments: Claims,

Immigration, Interoceanic Canals, Post Offices and Post

Roads, and Public Lands and Surveys. Her efforts on the

Committee on Public Lands led to the enlargement of

Chalmette National Historic Park on the site of the Battle

of New Orleans in the War of 1812. “Had we not won the

battle,” she said in one of her rare speeches, “we would

have a British Colony west of the Mississippi.” 10 In

March of 1936, she joined her Louisiana colleague, John

H. Overton, and the Senators from Arkansas and Texas to

seek authorization of the attendance of the Marine Band

at the centennial celebration in Arkansas and Texas and at

the 46th Confederate Reunion in Shreveport, Louisiana. 

Long's brief Senate career, so representative of her

behind-the-scenes approach to life, fit the pattern of her

postpolitical life. She made few floor speeches and quietly

left the Senate when the 74th Congress adjourned on

January 3, 1937, and Allen Ellender, who had won the 

general election, succeeded her. Rose Long retired to 

private life in Shreveport. On May 27, 1970, she died in

Boulder, Colorado, where, after a long illness, she had

gone to live with her daughter. 





run for Congress in 1930 as Portland's U.S. Representative.

It was a testament to what party leaders believed

Honeyman's potential was as a vote getter. Since the 

district was created through reapportionment in 1912,

only one Democrat had ever won election there and, then,

only for a single term. Honeyman declined the offer but

campaigned actively for the eventual Democratic candidate,

General Charles H. Martin. Martin won election to two

consecutive terms. In 1933, Honeyman served as president

of the state constitutional convention which ratified the

21st Amendment, repealing Prohibition. A year later,

when Martin won election as Oregon governor, party

leaders again prevailed on Honeyman to run for the

Portland seat. She again declined, according to one 

newspaper account, because she was apprehensive about

her lack of experience in elective office.3 She instead 

campaigned for and won a seat in the Oregon house of

representatives. Honeyman later served as a delegate to

the Democratic national conventions of 1936 and 1940. 

In 1936, Honeyman challenged freshman incumbent

Republican William A. Ekwall in the race for the

Portland seat. Honeyman embraced the New Deal 

platform of President Roosevelt and supported the plan

championed by Eleanor Roosevelt and Labor Secretary

Frances Perkins, which called for a pension drawn from

taxing an individual's lifetime income. Honeyman refused

to endorse a competing proposal—the so-called

Townshend Plan. Francis Townshend, a California doctor,

had advocated “universal” old-age pensions of $200 per

month to every American 65 years or older. A faction 

of the Democratic Party, “Townshendites,” ran John A.

Jefferey as an Independent candidate after Honeyman

scooped up the nomination.4 Honeyman held two 

Roosevelt family friend and New Deal stalwart,

Nan Wood Honeyman of Oregon won election 

to the House of Representatives during the 1936

landslide re-election of President Franklin D. Roosevelt.

As an unreconstructed supporter of the President,

Honeyman experienced the promises and pitfalls of hitch-

ing her political wagon to executive programs that did not

always rest well with her constituents.

Nan Wood was born in West Point, New York, on 

July 15, 1881. Her father was Charles Erskine Scott Wood,

Indian fighter, poet, and former adjutant of the United

States Military Academy. In 1883, he resigned from the

army and moved his family to Portland, Oregon. “Nanny”

attended private schools and graduated from St. Helen's

Hall in 1898. She later attended the Finch School in New

York City for three years, where she studied music and

established a lifelong friendship with Franklin and

Eleanor Roosevelt. In 1907, she married David Taylor

Honeyman, secretary-treasurer of the Honeyman

Hardware Company in Portland, and they raised three

children: Nancy, David, and Judith. David Honeyman,

whom his wife described as a “Roosevelt Republican,” was

supportive of her nascent political career though he was

determined to “keep my wife's politics out of my business.”1

Nan Honeyman became active in local and state poli-

tics in her late 40s as an anti-Prohibition activist. Though

a teetotaler herself, Honeyman rejected the idea that “any

law governing people's personal conduct should be a part

of the Constitution.”2 In 1928, she became head of the

Oregon division of the Women's National Organization

for Prohibition Reform. Two years later, she aligned with 

liberal interests in the state and became vice chair of the

Oregon Democratic Committee. The party asked her to
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military programs to this end and by eliminating all phas-

es of that program which might constitute needless prepa-

ration for aggressive warfare.”10 In 1938, Honeyman spon-

sored a bill authorizing the federal government to acquire

lands along the Columbia River on which to build a large

naval port and air base. Referred to the Naval Affairs

Committee, it did not pass.11

But for all Honeyman's connections and her key com-

mittee post, she seemed a bit adrift in Washington. Her

forays onto the House Floor were infrequent, and her leg-

islative interests were eclectic, ranging from strengthening

the nation's defenses to proposing that the federal 

government create a national award for poetry. Honeyman

seemed at times curiously aloof to the interests of her 

district's constituents. For instance, during Irrigation and

Reclamation Committee debate over appropriations for

the completion and operation of the Bonneville Dam along

the Columbia River, she often deferred from delivering

her opinion, noting only that she unreservedly supported

whatever actions President Roosevelt recommended. The

Bonneville Dam was one of the great public works projects

of the New Deal. Construction commenced in 1933, and by

its completion five years later, the dam, combined with its

system of locks, promised to open navigation along vast

stretches of the Columbia River (with its mouth at the

Pacific in Portland) and to generate electricity for large

swaths of the Northwest. Honeyman did weigh in on the

nascent issues of private versus public power, fighting to

make a greater share of the hydroelectric power generated

by the Bonneville Dam available to publicly owned coop-

eratives. To that end, Congresswoman Honeyman fought

for congressional funding for more transmission lines to

meet the projected increase in demand for power from the

facility.12 In an effort to limit the role of private utility

companies, Honeyman also sought to keep Bonneville's

power-generating function securely under the oversight

of the Interior Department.13

The critical turning point for the freshman Representative

seems to have been her unflinching support for Roosevelt

in the midst of the “court-packing” fight in 1937, when the

President sought to create a Supreme Court more favorable

advantages, in particular: a strong network of women's

groups from her anti-Prohibition work and a door-to-door

campaign style. Honeyman visited Portland factories to

talk with workers on their lunch breaks. She canvassed

the city, walking block by block to speak with housewives

and retirees. “Don't ever think that the day of personal

campaigning is past,” Honeyman declared. “Voters want

to know who is representing them. And women running

for office can overcome much masculine prejudice 

by meeting the men voters face to face.”5 At the 1936

Philadelphia convention, she gained valuable publicity by

seconding FDR's nomination. In a state where two-thirds

of voters preferred FDR to Republican Alf Landon in

the fall elections, Honeyman benefited from presidential

coattails. She captured 53 percent of the vote, while

Ekwall, her closest competitor, managed only 31 percent.6

She became the first woman to represent Oregon in

Congress. Honeyman's youngest daughter, 20-year-old

Judith, came to work for her mother in Washington.7

On January 4, 1937, when Honeyman took the oath 

of office she told a reporter that she intended to “keep 

my eyes and ears open and my mouth shut,” during the 

first session.8 She largely fulfilled that pledge. During 

her House service, Honeyman staunchly supported the 

New Deal. She was assigned to three committees: Indian

Affairs, Irrigation and Reclamation, and Rivers and

Harbors. The latter assignment was a valuable one, 

considering the port business of her district. Honeyman 

supported a range of federal programs that benefited 

her constituents. She voted for a resolution to continue

loans to farmers in 1937 for crop production and harvest-

ing, noting that about 10,000 Oregon farmers had bene-

fited from the program since Roosevelt had taken office.9

Honeyman supported the President's neutrality policies,

including the 1937 Neutrality Act, which created a “cash

and carry” program whereby belligerents could purchase

strategic goods in the U.S. and ship them back on non-

American carriers. She was uncomfortable, however, 

with America becoming an arsenal for Atlantic allies. 

U.S. security, she declared, might be “accomplished more

effectively and quickly by concentrating our naval and
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to his New Deal programs. Critics accused FDR of under-

mining the independence of the judiciary. In support of

Roosevelt's plan, Honeyman mailed out a mimeographed

letter to constituents. She declared her allegiance to FDR,

telling voters in her district that she would not oppose the

President's effort “to liberalize the judiciary.” Pouncing

on this episode, critics described Honeyman as a “stencil

for the White House duplicating machine.”14

When Honeyman ran for re-election in 1938, she 

beat William J. Pendergast, Jr., by a wide margin in the

Democratic primary. But in the general election she faced

a formidable candidate—liberal Republican Homer D.

Angell. Trained as a lawyer, Angell was in the state senate

after three terms in the Oregon house of representatives

and enjoyed wide name recognition in Portland. Despite

the Roosevelt administration's efforts to aid her re-election—

the First Lady endorsed Honeyman in her syndicated

newspaper column and Interior Secretary Harold Ickes,

who admired the Congresswoman's stand on public 

power, stumped on her behalf during the campaign's home

stretch—Honeyman lost to Angell by a thin margin of

about 2,500 votes, 51 to 49 percent.15 Overall, Democrats

lost 78 congressional seats in the 1938 mid-term elections.

In 1940, Honeyman again challenged Angell with the 

support of Eleanor Roosevelt. However, with two

Independent candidates drawing off about 4,000 votes,

Angell won re-election by a slender margin, about 3,000

votes, or less than two percent of the total turnout.

After Congress, Honeyman stayed active in politics

and government. From August 1941 to May 1942 she was

the senior Pacific Coast representative of the Office of Price

Administration. In late 1941, she also was appointed by the

Multnomah County commissioners to fill a vacant seat

for a brief term in the Oregon state senate, but she resigned

several months later. Honeyman's loyalty to the Roosevelt

administration was rewarded when FDR appointed her

the collector of customs in the 29th District, Portland, in

May 1942. She served in that position for 11 years, retiring

in July 1953. Honeyman moved to Woodacre, California,

in the mid-1960s and died there on December 10, 1970.





campaign skills impressed enough people that she was

mentioned as a potential gubernatorial candidate for 1938.3

Governor Graves's appointment of his wife in August

1937 provoked great controversy, but it also made political

sense. Alabama, like other southern states at the time, was

dominated by the Democratic Party, and power within the

party was divided among local organizations and machines.

Senator Hugo Black's departure for the Supreme Court

had presented Governor Graves with an unexpected prob-

lem. The state constitution precluded Graves from filling

the Senate vacancy himself, and there was an impressive

list of viable claimants to the seat, each representing a

substantial political constituency or faction in the state.

One historian listed a former U.S. Senator, five U.S.

Representatives, a state senator, an industrialist, and a

lawyer as likely appointment prospects. 4 For Graves,

described by associates as “a natural-born dealer,” to

appoint his wife meant that he did not have to choose among

political factions within the state; he had left it to the voters to

choose.5 In addition, Dixie Graves's income as a Senator

would be a welcome addition: the Senate rate was twice the

governor's salary.6

Dixie Graves's appointment, however, was opposed 

by women's groups, newspapers, and many Alabama con-

stituents. “In the Senate of the United States, where matters

of such grave importance arise as to try the ability (and

the souls) of veterans of many years, there is no place for a

woman appointee unless her past experience would justify

such action,” one woman wrote to a Birmingham newspaper.7

The Birmingham Age-Herald judged the governor's decision

“repellent to the point of being offensive.”8

Dixie Graves was sworn in before the Senate on August

20, 1937, days before the first session of the 75th Congress

ixie Bibb Graves, the first woman to serve in

Congress from Alabama, came to Washington

through an unusual route. When President

Franklin Roosevelt surprised the country by nominating

Senator Hugo Black to the U.S. Supreme Court in 1937,

Alabama Governor Bibb Graves provoked a storm of 

criticism by naming his 55-year-old wife, Dixie Bibb

Graves, to fill the Senate seat. “She has as good a heart

and head as anybody,” the governor told the press.1

Dixie Bibb was born on July 26, 1882, on a plantation

near Montgomery, Alabama, to Payton and Isabel Bibb.

The family was long associated with Alabama politics.

Two of her ancestors had served as the first and second

state governors. Dixie was raised with an orphaned

cousin, Bibb Graves, and the two married in 1900 after

Bibb Graves graduated from Harvard University and 

was serving as a state legislator. Although Dixie Graves's

political power was clearly derivative, she boasted a long

career in state and regional women's clubs, such as the

Women's Christian Temperance Union and the Alabama

Federation of Women's Clubs. From 1915 to 1917, while

her husband served overseas in the army, she was president

of the United Daughters of the Confederacy. She also

campaigned for women’s suffrage in Alabama. Bibb

Graves was governor twice, 1927–1931 and 1935–1939;

Alabama's constitution prohibited consecutive terms in

the statehouse.2 Dixie Graves was comfortable enough

on the stump to fill in for her husband, beginning with

the 1934 campaign. Press accounts described her as a

woman who was “at home with deep-sea fishing tackle, a

shotgun, a garden spade, or a silver ladle at the banquet

table.” She also was credited with drafting some of her

husband's speeches and influencing key decisions. Her
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compelling reason for federal intervention in a local law-

enforcement issue: “surely only a compelling emergency

should cause this body to strike down the sovereignty of

an indestructible State and utilize the forces of the Federal

Government to insure law and order. No such emergency

exists. The problem is being solved.” The appearance 

of the bill before the Senate, she judged, was not due to

political maneuverings. If neither the facts nor political

advantage had brought the bill before the Senate, she

blamed the media. “When one case of lynching occurs in

the South, the press of these United States blazons that

fact forth throughout the length and breadth of the 

land, and in all of its details it reiterates all of the circum-

stances, and harps on the same thing so long that the 

average person in remote sections who himself does not

know the truth is very apt to believe that an isolated case

is a typical one,” she said. Observers in the Senate Gallery

said they saw tears in her eyes as Senator Graves appealed

to her colleagues to defeat the bill. After her speech,

Senators from both parties gathered around to congratu-

late her.15

Graves's speech evoked strong support in the South.

“It was a hit,” reported the Washington Herald.16 “SHE

SPOKE AS A DAUGHTER OF THE DEEP SOUTH”

blared the Montgomery Advertiser.17 The Washington Post

pronounced the speech one of the best on the subject,

making Graves the session's best “surprise.”18 While

northern newspapers denounced Graves's remarks,

Governor Graves distributed 10,000 copies of the speech

throughout Alabama and bragged to reporters that he 

was “prouder than ever of my appointment and appointee.

She's won her spurs by herself without help from anyone.

She didn't need any.”19 Dixie Graves's popularity in

Alabama rose to such an extent that a write-in campaign

was started to elect her to the Senate seat. She made it very

clear, though, that she was not interested. “I would not

consider serving here for any protracted length of time,”

she said. “My husband's work keeps him in Alabama, and

I want to be there.”20 Representative Lister Hill won the

special election on January 4, 1938, defeating former

Senator J. Thomas Heflin.

(1937–1939) ended.9 She was seated in the “Cherokee

Strip,” the row of Democratic desks that took up the last

row on the Republican side of the aisle due to the large

Democratic majority. Graves suspected the seating was

meant to send a message. “I'm supposed to be seen, per-

haps,” she said in a radio talk, “but certainly not heard.”10

During her five months in office she served on the

Committee on Claims, the Committee on Education and

Labor, and the Committee on Mines and Mining. In the

Senate, she was not able to capitalize on her organizational

background—she was regarded by her colleagues for what

she was: an interim appointee, without her own political

base and without a future. Her political acumen, however,

stood her in good stead. When controversy broke out

over revelations that her predecessor, Justice Hugo

Black, had belonged to the Ku Klux Klan, she refrained

from commenting on the issue. “That has nothing to do

with me or with my office,” she said.11 “After a good look,

shocked Washingtonians decided that Governor Graves

could have made a worse appointment,” Time soon report-

ed.12 During her brief Senate service Dixie Graves 

compiled a near-perfect attendance record and supported

New Deal programs.13

For her part Senator Graves gained celebrity for her

maiden Senate speech of November 19, 1937, during the

southern filibuster against the Wagner–Van Nuys Anti-

Lynching Bill. Originally, no one expected Graves to have

a chance at participating much in Washington, but

President Roosevelt had called a special session of

Congress that fall. When she arrived back in the Capitol,

she was anticipating supporting the administration in aiding

farmers and expanding wage and hours benefits.14 Instead,

she found herself facing an angry Senate roiled during

this filibuster. “I abhor lynching,” she stated repeatedly as 

she related a brief history of lynching. “Mr. President, I

rejoice, too, that in the South the constituted authorities,

diligent about their business and strengthened by public

opinion, are banishing the crime of lynching.” She observed

that lynchings had fallen by two-thirds during the previous

decade, and she suggested that the crime would disappear

in another few years. Graves concluded that there was no
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On January 10, 1938, Graves resigned from the Senate so

that her husband might appoint Hill to the seat immediately.

This customary practice provided added seniority for Hill

over those Senators who would be first elected in November

1938. In a farewell floor speech, Graves took special care to

thank her lone female colleague, Senator Hattie Caraway 

of Arkansas. “I am grateful indeed, to my fellow woman

Senator, a woman who, though she first came to the Senate

by appointment, yet has made such a name for herself and

for womanhood that her own people have honored her 

with election to this great office,” Graves noted, “and I do

devoutly hope that in time to come their example will be

followed in other states.”21 Senate Democratic Leader

Alban Barkley added “no Senator, whether man or woman,

who has come into this body in recent years, has made a

more favorable impression.” Barkley went on to add, “the

Senator from Alabama has conducted herself with dignity

and poise, with an intelligent and alert interest. . . .”22

Back in Alabama, Dixie Graves resumed her civic activi-

ties while taking on new causes, such as the United Service

Organization (USO), the American Red Cross, and a

statewide recruitment drive for the Women's Army

Auxiliary Corps during World War II. She also became 

the state advisor to the National Foundation for Infantile

Paralysis.23 When her husband died in 1942 while cam-

paigning for a third term as governor, she did not step up 

to take his place. Bibb Graves had crafted a very personal

political machine that did not survive his death.24 While

she was in Washington, Dixie Graves had put limits on her

political future. “I have always been interested in public

affairs and will continue to be, but I am not a candidate for

office,” she had said in 1937.25 Dixie Graves remained active

in local civic activities until her death in Montgomery,

Alabama, on January 21, 1965.
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annual ball to raise funds to fight polio, held on President

Franklin Roosevelt's birthday. Washington became her

“natural home.”6

Chairman Gasque entered Walter Reed Hospital 

in Washington in May 1938 and died there on June 17, 

the day after the 75th Congress (1937–1939) adjourned.7

At the time of his death, Gasque was unopposed for re-

election. The district encompassed eight counties in north-

eastern South Carolina, including Gasque's home county

of Florence. State and local Democratic leaders persuaded

Bessie Gasque to run for her husband's unexpired term;

even the filing fee was provided for her.8 In the perfunctory

one-party special election of September 13, 1938, Elizabeth

Gasque succeeded her late husband in little more than

name. The election took place on the same day as that for

her successor. John L. McMillan, a former secretary to

Allard Gasque, was elected to the full term in the 76th

Congress (1939–1941).9 The 75th Congress had already

adjourned, and although there was always the possibility

that the President would call for a special lame duck ses-

sion, observers considered that highly unlikely.10 She 

captured 96 percent of the vote compared to a combined

four percent by her two male Democratic opponents.

Following the election, Congresswoman Gasque

returned to Washington. The fall races, however, went

badly for the Democrats nationwide. Earlier that summer,

President Roosevelt had led unsuccessful efforts to cam-

paign against opponents of the New Deal in Democratic

Party primaries. The failure of the highly public “purge,”

along with losses for Roosevelt proponents in many north-

ern races, signaled the beginning of the end of the New

Deal.11 This chain of events also ended any possibility 

for a special lame duck session. 

lizabeth Hawley Gasque, the first woman U.S.

Representative from South Carolina, carried on 

a lifelong love affair with Washington's social

scene. The death of her husband, Representative Allard

Gasque, briefly added a political dimension to her activi-

ties. “She was a Congressman's wife 20 years and a

Congressman's widow,” one journalist wrote in 1939, 

“who wound up his affairs and took care of his district 

as though it were her life's work.”1 Thereafter, she never

broke her ties to the city.

She was born Elizabeth “Bessie” Mills Hawley near

Blythewood, South Carolina, on February 26, 1886,

daughter of John Meade and Emina Nelson Entzminger

Hawley. Bessie Hawley was a member of the southern

aristocracy and spent her childhood on the expansive 

“Rice Creek” plantation, which covered 4,000 acres.2 She

attended the South Carolina Coeducational Institute in

Edgefield, South Carolina, and graduated with a degree 

in expression (drama) from Greenville Female College

(now Furman University) in 1907. She married Allard H.

Gasque, a teacher and school administrator, in 1907, and

they had four children: Elizabeth, Doris, John, and

Thomas.3 Bessie Gasque became interested in politics

through her social connections. Later she would boast that

she had been personally acquainted with every President

from Woodrow Wilson to Franklin Roosevelt.4 In 1923,

Allard Gasque won election to the first of eight terms 

as a U.S. Representative from South Carolina, eventually

becoming the chairman of the Committee on Pensions and

a champion of war veterans and their dependents.5 It was

during her husband's congressional service that Bessie

Gasque fell in love with Washington, plunging into the

social scene. She became one of the regular hosts of an
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Gasque never received any committee assignments, and

she was never sworn into office. She did, however, continue

to be a presence on Washington's social scene, attending a

presidential reception held in honor of the new Secretary

of Commerce, Harry Hopkins, in December 1938.12

After she left Congress in January 1939, Gasque

returned to South Carolina. She maintained her social 

ties in Washington, remaining active largely through 

her membership in the Congressional Club. After 

former South Carolina Senator Nathaniel Dial died 

in Washington in 1940, Gasque shared a Washington

home with Dial's widow, who was noted for her parties.

Locally, Gasque was active in dramatics and was an author 

and lecturer. At one point she served as the head of the

Fine Arts Department of South Carolina's Federation 

of Women's Clubs. In her many travels, she was a con-

stant booster of South Carolina as a vacation destination.13

She eventually married A.J. Van Exem. The couple lived

at Cedar Tree Plantation in Ridgeway, South Carolina,

where she became a master tree farmer. She died on

November 2, 1989, at the age of 103. 





progress.”4 Political activism was requisite for her.5

Ironically, she embarked on her new career against the

advice of her mother, who had reservations about Gladys

running for elective office, perhaps because she believed it

would make her daughter vulnerable to charges of riding

her mother's coattails.6 Undeterred, 32-year-old Gladys

Pyle ran for the state legislature in 1922, winning election

to the South Dakota house of representatives by a slender

350 votes. Pyle, the first woman elected to the state legis-

lature, served an additional two terms and was instrumental

in gaining South Dakota's ratification of the Child Labor

Amendment to the U.S. Constitution.7 During her time in

the legislature, Pyle also served as assistant secretary of

state. In 1926, she became the first woman elected as South

Dakota secretary of state. She served for two terms from

1927 to 1931, introducing some of the nation's first safety

codes for automobiles and motorcycles.8

In March 1930, Pyle made national headlines when 

she entered the GOP primary for South Dakota governor

against four men, including former Governor Carl

Gunderson and Brooke Howell, a favorite of state finan-

ciers. Pyle refused to take to the campaign trail, citing her

responsibilities as secretary of state. She did, however,

launch a targeted public relations blitz at newspaper edi-

tors, state delegates, and GOP county chairmen. Her

campaign centered on the issue of banking reform and

tighter control of miscellaneous state funds. Her slogan

was, “Clean up the banks.” Pyle surprised observers by

winning more votes than any of her rivals—and topping

her nearest contender, Gunderson, by about 1,600 votes.

The 28 percent she polled, however, fell short of the 35

percent minimum required by law. The nomination was

decided at a special state GOP convention in Sioux Falls

in May 1930. Howell, Pyle's chief rival, eventually with-

he short Senate career of Gladys S. Pyle stood 

in marked contrast with her long and influential

participation in her native South Dakota's poli-

tics. A daughter of a leading suffragist and state attorney

general, Pyle was oriented to public service from an early

age. Her brief time as Senator, nevertheless, stood as a

signal moment in a life of commitment to South Dakotans.

“Citizenship,” she once observed, “is service.”1

Gladys Shields Pyle was born on October 4, 1890, in

Huron, South Dakota, the youngest of four children of

John L. Pyle and Mamie Shields Pyle. Her father was a

lawyer, the South Dakota attorney general, and a patron

of Huron College. Mamie Pyle led the Universal

Franchise League, which eventually won the vote for

South Dakota women in 1918. Both parents fostered in

their children a commitment to public service from which

young Gladys drew for the rest of her long life. After

graduating with a liberal arts degree with a music emphasis

from Huron College in 1911, Gladys Pyle took graduate

courses at the American Conservatory of Music and the

University of Chicago. In 1912, she returned to Huron,

where she taught high school until 1918, when she accepted

a position as principal of a school in Wessington, North

Dakota. Two years later she left teaching to work briefly

as a lecturer for the League of Women Voters, traveling

to several midwestern states to deliver talks on citizenship

and voter participation.2 Pyle never married.

Gladys Pyle made the transition to politics in order to

put into practice what she had preached in the classroom.

Years later she described her lifelong political philosophy

as being that of a Progressive, moderate Republican.3

“Politics . . . is like sailing a boat,” Pyle observed. “You

have to learn to tack, going from one side of the river to

the other. It takes a little longer, but you can make good
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GOP leaders turned to Gladys Pyle because she had

enough name recognition and support to win without the

party having to invest considerable resources in the race.

She traveled the state to campaign on behalf of the entire

GOP ticket, with support from the Republican National

Committee, arguing that the New Deal had not done

enough for South Dakotans. Pyle also tapped into a

strong statewide network of Republican women's clubs.14

Recognizing that her term would be brief, voters went to

the polls on November 8, 1938, and chose the 48-year-old

Pyle seemingly as a gesture of appreciation for her service

to the state. She registered a resounding win over

Democrat John T. McCullen, 58 to 42 percent of the vote,

garnering nearly 10,000 votes more than the next-best

vote getter on the ticket—Gurney, who won the election

for the full term. It also made her the first Republican

woman elected to the Senate and the first woman from

either party to win election to the Senate in her own right,

without having first been appointed to fill a vacancy.

Because Congress already had adjourned, and FDR

never did call a special session, Pyle was never officially

sworn in to the Senate. Despite the lack of committee

assignments and legislative duties, she left Huron the day

after Thanksgiving and drove to Washington, D.C., with

her mother and an aide and spent the next five weeks in

the capital as South Dakota's Senator. She paid her own

travel expenses because Members only received mileage

costs if they were commuting to and from a session of

Congress.15 Once in Washington, she and an interim

appointee from California shared an office space custom-

arily reserved for one Senator.16 

Pyle did not lack for things to do. She rallied support

for her Depression-burdened state by pushing various

highway and Works Progress Administration (WPA)

programs. Pyle intervened with the Department of the

Interior on behalf of landholders on Indian reservations

who had suffered years of ruined crops and fallen far

behind on mortgage payments. She also handled cases

with the Bureau of Indian Affairs, investigated the sale 

of land inside a state park, and worked to expand funding

for WPA projects within her state. Pyle tended to indi-

vidual constituent needs ranging from pensions and 

drew from the race and on the 12th ballot threw his sup-

port behind Warren E. Green, a dirt farmer who had won

just seven percent of the primary vote.9 Green prevailed.

For Pyle, the episode revealed that her public career had

reached something of a political glass ceiling, as the

state's political old guard refused to back her.10 From

1931 to 1933, Pyle served by appointment as secretary of

the securities commission of South Dakota.11 As secretary

of the commission, she became the first woman in the state

to run an executive department and the first woman per-

mitted onto the floor of the New York Curb Market.12

Except for her brief time in Washington, from 1933 until

the 1980s, Gladys Pyle went into business as an insurance

agent for two national companies. 

Pyle took a circuitous route to the U.S. Senate, shaped

by tragedy and peculiarities in South Dakota election

laws. In late December 1936, Progressive-Republican

Senator Peter Norbeck of South Dakota died after a long

illness. Outgoing Democratic Governor Tom Berry, who

had been defeated by a Republican in the November elec-

tions, quickly appointed Democrat Herbert Hitchcock to

fill the vacancy. However, by state law, Hitchcock had to

step down once the next regularly scheduled general elec-

tion took place in November 1938. While a new Senator

would be elected for the full term from 1939–1945, techni-

cally the seat would remain vacant from November 1938

until a successor was sworn into office in January 1939.

The 75th Congress (1937–1939) had adjourned in June

1938 to prepare for the elections, and it was customary

that it would not reconvene until the start of the 76th

Congress  (1939–1941) in January 1939. Normally, such 

a vacancy would provoke little concern. But as the 1938

elections took shape, rumors swirled that President

Roosevelt would call for a special session after the elec-

tions to capitalize on the existing Democratic margins in

both chambers of Congress. In response, the South

Dakota Republican Party, which dominated the congres-

sional delegation, pushed for a special election and sought

a candidate to fill the two-month term. GOP candidate

Chandler Gurney had won the nomination for the full

term, but state laws prevented his name from appearing

twice on the ballot.13
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hospitalization to civil service ratings.17 In addition, she

persuaded Norwegian officials to schedule a June 1939

visit to South Dakota of the crown prince and princess of

Norway during their North American travels, delighting

thousands of South Dakotans of Scandinavian heritage.18

“I wish I had come the day after the election,” Pyle admit-

ted as her term expired. “Just because the Senate is not 

in session is no sign a Senator cannot be of service to her

constituents.”19

In January 1939, Pyle returned to her insurance business

and stayed closely involved in public service work. At the

1940 GOP Convention in Philadelphia, she became the

first woman to nominate a presidential candidate, backing

South Dakota Governor Harlan J. Bushfield.20 During

that same year, she also made an unsuccessful bid for

mayor of her hometown of Huron.21 From 1943 to 1957,

Pyle served on the South Dakota board of charities and

corrections. In 1947, she and five other women became

the first in state history to serve on a jury, as South

Dakota dropped its all-male requirement. Pyle lived in

Huron and was involved in numerous charities and civic

organizations. In 1980, on her 90th birthday, the town

named Pyle its “First Citizen.” At the age of 98, Gladys

Pyle died on March 14, 1989, in Huron. 
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feverishly to secure their convictions and was inspired 

to run for the office of state's attorney. Sumner lost in the

GOP primary but, with the passing of her uncle, John 

H. Gillan, the Iroquois County judge, she ran a successful

campaign in 1937 to succeed him. Sumner received national

notoriety by becoming the first woman to hold a county

judgeship in her state.2

Iroquois County was one of six jurisdictions along

Illinois' eastern border with Indiana, incorporating the

district once represented by “Uncle” Joe Cannon, the

autocratic Republican leader and House Speaker. In 1938,

Sumner used her new political influence to secure the 

district's GOP nomination. In the general election, serv-

ing as her own campaign manager, she faced three-term

incumbent Democrat James A. Meeks, a 74-year-old

lawyer. Rather than smothering her audiences with plati-

tudes, Sumner pledged nothing more than to work hard

for good government.3 Her primary theme was a consistent

attack against New Deal programs which, she argued,

overtaxed Americans and intruded on their individual 

liberties. In particular, she singled out Roosevelt as prac-

ticing “one-man government,” a charge that resonated 

with an electorate outraged by the President's ham-handed

attempt to pack the Supreme Court with justices favorable

to his programs. With the backing of the anti-Roosevelt

Chicago Tribune, Sumner defeated Meeks with 55 percent

of the vote. She joined 76 new Republicans when the 76th

Congress (1939–1941) convened in January 1939.

Within weeks, Sumner emerged as a darling of the

Washington press, tossing out “Sumnerisms” which pro-

voked her opponents and delighted extreme proponents

of isolationism and rolling back the New Deal.4 The day

she was sworn in, reporters asked for her evaluation of

ew Members of Congress so vocally denounced

the Franklin Roosevelt administration and

American intervention in World War II as Illinois

Representative Jessie Sumner. Sumner not only advocated

American isolationism, she reveled in it—using her 

biting wit and animated floor speeches to skewer 

wartime policies, America's major allies, and plans for

U.S. participation in the postwar United Nations. By war's 

end, however, as an internationalist mood took hold in 

the country, it was Congresswoman Sumner who found 

herself increasingly isolated.

Jessie Sumner was born in Milford, Illinois, on July 

17, 1898, to Aaron Taylor Sumner and Elizabeth Gillan

Sumner. Her ancestors included such distant relations as

General Zachary Taylor, who became the 12th American

President, and outspoken antislavery Senator Charles

Sumner of Massachusetts. Jessie Sumner graduated 

from the Girton School in Winnetka, Illinois, in 1916. 

She earned an economics degree at Smith College in

Northampton, Massachusetts, in 1920. Jessie Sumner

never married and relished the freedom that unwed 

life afforded her.1 She studied law at the University 

of Chicago, Oxford University in England, and Columbia

University and briefly at the University of Wisconsin 

at Madison. In 1923 she passed the Illinois bar and com-

menced practice as a private lawyer in Chicago. On the 

eve of the Great Depression, Sumner took a job with

Chase National Bank in New York City. By 1932, she had

returned to Milford, Illinois, to resume her law practice

and work as a director at Sumner National Bank, which

her father had founded. Her move into politics was abet-

ted, in part, by bank robbers who abducted her brother.

After the kidnappers were apprehended, she worked
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using the House's authority to originate and pass appro-

priations, even over the President's veto. “Today when 

the White House endeavors to control your votes as

Representatives, by promising to approve or threatening

to withhold projects for your district, they are using a

power which you delegated to the Executive very recently,”

Sumner warned colleagues. “It is an abuse of that power. It

robs you of your right and duty to vote your convictions.”11

Sumner's isolationism mirrored that of her constituency.

In her first bid for re-election in 1940, Sumner again

defeated Meeks with 53 versus 47 percent of the vote.

She won against two other candidates by even wider 

margins in 1942 and 1944, with 62 percent and 57 per-

cent, respectively.12 Increasingly, however, the Illinois

Congresswoman found herself moving against the 

current in Washington.

Sumner's strident attacks on the FDR administration

were only amplified after America joined the war. Most

significantly, she opposed opening a Western Europe

front to relieve pressure on the Soviet Union. In March

1944, Sumner took to the House Floor to declare that it

made no difference whether Hitler or Stalin dominated

Europe and warned an invasion might cost a million 

lives. “The difference between these two ambitious 

tyrants is not worth the life of a single American boy,”

she declared.13 That spring Sumner offered an amend-

ment to postpone the long anticipated D-Day, calling the

proposed invasion a “quixotism.” Simultaneously, she

submitted a bill to enlarge the Pacific campaign, vesting

all military authority in General Douglas MacArthur.14

One of Sumner's few legislative achievements during

the Second World War came during consideration of 

a $20 billion naval appropriations bill in January 1942,

when she secured an amendment (passed without dissent)

that prohibited the use of parties, champagne, or gifts

during the launching of new ships.15 She introduced a bill

for an Equal Rights Amendment with language modified

to help women to enter the wartime workforce.16 Sumner

also urged passage of a bill to provide childcare facilities

in war industry factories, to permit more women to join

the job market.17 

President Roosevelt as a politician. “I am here to bury

Caesar—not to praise him,” Sumner quipped.5 She

referred to FDR as “Papa Roosevelt” and the “Great

Spender.”6 Popular among Members for her self-depre-

cating style, Sumner even took to joking about her marital

status and wardrobe.7 After failing to secure a seat on the

Agriculture Committee, Sumner earned a spot on the

Banking and Currency Committee—her single committee

assignment during her eight years in the House. Though an

Agriculture seat may have more directly benefited the

many farmers in her district, voters did not seem to mind

that Sumner's committee assignment conferred fewer

prizes. She made several speeches pressing the case that

New Deal relief programs failed to alleviate the tax bur-

den that beset American farmers.8

While opposition to domestic policies got her elected,

the imperatives of military preparedness absorbed

Sumner's attention in Congress. After World War II

erupted in September 1939, Sumner opposed amending

the Neutrality Act to lift the arms embargo in favor 

of a “cash and carry” policy, whereby belligerents could

buy American war materials and transport them in their 

own ships. In the fall of 1940 she opposed the Burke–

Wadsworth Selective Service Bill, which established the

first peacetime draft in the country's history. A year later

she voted against its extension and against the arming 

of American merchant ships ferrying war materials to

Europe. She also rejected direct American aid to the

British, expressing grave reservations that the President

was nudging the country to war, having struck a secret

alliance with London. Sumner laced her speeches with

anglophobia and subtle admiration for Nazi Germany's

militarization.9 In 1939, she introduced a joint resolution

to prevent U.S. participation in foreign combat without

congressional consent. “We have more to fear from an

American invasion of Europe,” Sumner declared, “than

from a European invasion of America.”10

President Roosevelt was Sumner's target of opportunity,

but her attacks also sought to rouse Congress to preserve

its oversight powers and prerogative to shape American

foreign policy. Sumner hoped to rein in FDR's powers by
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Sumner had publicly announced in early 1944 that 

she would not seek re-election to the 79th Congress

(1945–1947). “Being a Congressman in war-time is a heart-

breaking job,” she observed, citing her “growing sense of

frustration.”22 She lamented the fact that Congress exer-

cised little power over foreign policy.23 Weeks later she

recanted her decision, noting her determination to oppose

administration policies she believed would precipitate war

with Russia. Though she won re-election in November

1944, national results, including FDR's re-election to an

unprecedented fourth term, convinced Sumner that the

President's internationalist policies had triumphed.24 In

1946, she chose to retire to private life in Milford as a

director and, after 1966, as president of Sumner National

Bank. Jessie Sumner worked there until her death on

August 10, 1994, in Watseka, near Milford. 

As the debate shifted from waging war to structuring

the peace, Sumner's enthusiasm grew for withdrawing

completely from world affairs and retreating into “fortress

America.” She opposed American involvement in a world

organization, echoing Joe Cannon's reservations about

the old League of Nations that it might become a “league

of appropriations” financed by Washington.18 Sumner

denounced Representative J. William Fulbright's 1943

resolution endorsing U.S. participation in the establish-

ment of international machinery to maintain peace, as

“the most dangerous bill ever presented to an American

Congress.”19 The House approved the measure, 360 to 29.

In December 1945, the House overwhelmingly ratified

participation in the postwar United Nations, 344 to 15.

Sumner was one of 14 Republicans and one Progressive 

to vote against it. 

In Stalin's hands, Sumner insisted, such a world gov-

ernment would be put to more sinister uses. Fearing that

the Soviet Union might use its supervisory power over

relief operations to influence the policies of countries 

it had liberated from German occupation, Sumner also

rejected the establishment of the United Nations Relief

and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA).20 The

House strongly supported UNRRA, which housed,

clothed, and fed millions of refugees in Europe after the

war. In June 1945, Sumner criticized legislation authoriz-

ing the Bretton Woods Agreements, which established

the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund.

Describing both agencies as the worst fraud in American

history, she warned that foreign governments would have

unrestricted access to American capital.21 Her former pro-

fessor at Smith College, now fellow committee member,

Chase Woodhouse of Connecticut, debated her on the

merits of the Bretton Woods Agreements. When Sumner

proposed to join the Bank but not the Fund, her amend-

ment went down to defeat, 328 to 29. Sumner again was in

the distinct minority when the measure to enter both agen-

cies came before the House —just one of 18 Republicans

in the “No” column. 



former members |1935–1954 ★ 185

★ jessie sumner ★

for further reading

Biographical Directory of the United States Congress, “Jessie

Sumner,” http://bioguide.congress.gov 

notes

1 Current Biography, 1945 (New York: H.W. Wilson Company, 1945): 

579–581.

2 “Illinois Woman Elected Judge,” 8 December 1937, Christian Science

Monitor: 7.

3 Christine Sadler, “Rep. Sumner Is Here With Quips Falling

Everywhere—Principally on the New Deal,” 15 January 1939,

Washington Post: B4.

4 Pauline Frederick, “Epigrams Coined By Woman Solon,” 5 February

1939, New York Times: D4.

5 Edward T. Folliard, “Chastened Air of Democrats Marks Opening of

Congress,” 4 January 1939, Washington Post: 1.

6 Congressional Record, House, 76th Cong., 1st sess. (19 June 1939): 7469.

7 “Will Illinois M.C. Primp? No!” 16 November 1938, Christian Science

Monitor: 1; Frederick, “Epigrams Coined By Woman Solon.”

8 Congressional Record, House, 76th Cong., 1st sess. (24 March 1939):

3266.

9 Congressional Record, House, 76th Cong., 1st sess. (1 November 1939):

1258–1259; Congressional Record, House, 76th Cong., 1st sess. (2 October

1939): 91–92; see also, Kathleen McLaughlin, “Hail Mrs. Willkie in

Women's Party: Miss Sumner Says New Deal Is Keeping Its Foreign

Policy Secret,” 1 October 1940, New York Times: 14.

10 Congressional Record, House, 76th Cong., 1st sess. (1 November 1939):

1258; Jessie Ash Arendt, “Rep. Sumner Demands Strict U.S.

Neutrality,” 3 October 1939, Washington Post: 13.

11 Congressional Record, House, 76th Cong., 1st sess. (29 June 1939): 8286.

12 “Election Statistics, 1920 to Present,” http://clerk.house.gov/members/

electionInfo/elections.html. Sadler, “Rep. Sumner Is Here With Quips

Falling Everywhere—Principally on the New Deal.” 

13 “Miss Sumner Protests Invasion,” 30 March 1944, New York Times: 11.

14 “Rep. Sumner Denied Hearing on Bills to Postpone Invasion,” 27

March 1944, Washington Post: 7; “Miss Sumner Backs Bills to Shift

War,” 15 March 1944, New York Times: 4.

15 Congressional Record, House, 77th Cong., 2nd sess. (27 January 1942):

755.

16 Congressional Record, House, 77th Cong., 2nd sess. (21 July 1942):

6474–6476.

17 Current Biography, 1945: 580.

18 Congressional Record, House, 78th Cong., 1st sess. (10 March 1943):

1809.

19 Congressional Record, House, 78th Cong., 1st sess. (20 September 1943):

7681–7682.

20 Congressional Record, House, 78th Cong., 2nd sess. (20 January 1944):

471–472.

21 Congressional Record, House, 79th Cong, 1st sess. (17 July 1945):

7656–7657; 7542–7544.

22 Annabel Paxton, Women In Congress (Richmond: Dietz Press, 1945): 62.

23 “Miss Sumner Won't Seek Re-Election to Congress,” 6 January 1944,

New York Times: 21.

24 “Woman Representative Decides to Run Again,” 8 February 1944,

Christian Science Monitor: 9.





opponents, Shep Hutto of Dorchester and James De

Fieville of Walterboro, she won election to the House

with 79 percent of the vote on November 7, 1939, to repre-

sent a sprawling district that covered Charleston and nine

adjacent low-country counties.3 Afterward, McMillan,

who had campaigned on her familiarity with her husband's

work, said she “felt it would come out as it did” because

“I told the voters I would carry on his work.”4 A group 

of Berkeley County voters filed a protest to invalidate the

special election because, they argued, the secrecy of the

ballot was not maintained.5 The South Carolina supreme

court overruled the protest in late December, and

McMillan took her seat in Congress at the opening 

of the third session of the 76th Congress (1939–1941) 

on January 3, 1940. 

In a session that lasted a full year, McMillan served 

on the Committee on Patents; the Committee on Public

Buildings and Grounds; and the Committee on the Election

of the President, Vice President, and Representatives in

Congress. In addition to answering constituent requests,

some minor work engaged her interests. She introduced

legislation to provide for the designation of individual

domiciles in income tax returns and to allow local police

officers to mail firearms for repairs. But these were sec-

ondary considerations.

The threat of American involvement in the war in

Europe dominated the business of the final session of 

the 76th Congress. The Second World War had erupted

in Europe on September 1, 1939, with the German inva-

sion of Poland. In advocating for military preparedness,

McMillan, like many of her colleagues, insisted that federal

resources be devoted to defensive measures. “Perhaps it is

true that geographically we are so situated that a serious

one-term Representative from South Carolina,

Clara G. McMillan faced the growing menace 

of war in Europe from the perspective of 

being a recent widow and a mother of five young sons. 

Clara E. Gooding was the second daughter born to

William and Mary Gooding in Brunson, South Carolina,

on August 17, 1894. She graduated from the public

schools in her hometown and later attended the

Confederate Home College in Charleston and the Flora

McDonald College in Red Springs, North Carolina. She

married Thomas Sanders McMillan, a lawyer who served

in the South Carolina house of representatives from 1917

to 1924. During his last two years, he served as speaker of

the South Carolina house. In 1924, he won election to the

U.S. House of Representatives, where he served eight

terms and eventually became a high-ranking member 

of the Appropriations Committee. Throughout her hus-

band's congressional service, Clara McMillan remained

in Charleston, South Carolina, raising their five sons:

Thomas, Jr., James, William, Edward, and Robert.1

From a distance, she nevertheless kept in “close contact

and cooperation” with Thomas's legislative policies.2

When Thomas McMillan died on September 29, 1939,

South Carolina Democratic Party leaders chose Clara

McMillan to run in the special election to fill her hus-

band's coastal Carolina seat. Like most southern states,

South Carolina operated under a one-party system in the

early 20th century, wherein winning the Democratic nomi-

nation was tantamount to winning the general election.

Less from a sense of chivalry toward a widow than the

need to head off an intraparty fight among aspirants for the

seat, local political leaders chose McMillan to fill out the

remaining year of her husband's term. Against two weak
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supported President Franklin Roosevelt’s foreign policy

broadly and realized that Charleston, the district's largest

city, would have a major role to play as a center for naval

operations. But there were other reasons, too, which com-

pelled her support for UMT. “I have five sons. The oldest

will come immediately under the operation of the bill and

be subject to its provisions, as he is past 21 years,” McMillan

told her colleagues. “My second son is almost 19 years old

and is now taking military training in a school organized

for that purpose. If and when my sons are needed for 

the defense of their country, I do not want them to go up

against experienced soldiers, untrained and unskilled.”7

Three days later, the draft bill passed Congress and was

signed into law.

Meanwhile, by the summer of 1940, South Carolina

Democratic leaders had found their favored strong horse,

Lucius Mendel Rivers, to replace their interim candidate.

McMillan declined re-nomination for a full term when

local politicos threw their support behind Rivers. Mendel

Rivers, a young lawyer and South Carolina state represen-

tative from 1933 to 1936, went on to represent the district

for nearly 30 years and eventually rose to chair the

Committee on Armed Services. In the process he helped

make Charleston the locus of one of the largest military

establishments on the East Coast. When McMillan left

Congress in 1941, she continued her government service

with the National Youth Administration, the Office of

Government Reports in the Office of War Information,

and, from 1946 to 1957, as information liaison officer in the

Department of State. Clara McMillan retired to Barnwell,

South Carolina, where she died on November 8, 1976.

invasion by any one of the powers engaged in present

world conflicts is virtually impossible,” McMillan told

colleagues in a floor speech. “But conditions change rapidly

. . . press, radio, and motion pictures bring us every day

new and more striking evidence of the futility of invoking

treaties, covenants, and moral sanctions against a well-

prepared aggressor. He understands only one language

and we must learn to speak that language well. I believe

firmly in military and naval preparedness.”6

Conditions in Europe outpaced the push for prepared-

ness in America. In the months following McMillan's

speech, the situation for the Allies grew grim as German

troops invaded France and, within six weeks, occupied

Paris and forced the capitulation of the French army.

Berlin's “blitzkrieg” warfare had swept resistance out 

of western Europe and isolated Great Britain, America's

closest traditional ally.

These developments forced McMillan and her col-

leagues to countenance not only how to create an effective

deterrent force but how to raise an army to fight a war

that, daily, America seemed less able to avoid. McMillan

took to the House Floor and, in an impassioned speech

that drew much applause, spoke in favor of the Burke–

Wadsworth Selective Service Bill of 1940, which estab-

lished the nation's first peacetime draft. The concept of

universal military training (“UMT,” as it was known at 

the time) marked a radical departure for many Americans.

Looking to past traditions as well as modern totalitarian

governments abroad, many had believed that domestic

liberties could not coexist with a large standing army 

that might be used to quash internal dissent. McMillan

disagreed for both political and personal reasons. She
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strict regimen of yoga exercises to aid her recovery. She

also acquired an interest in eastern religions, shaping 

her spiritual life around Buddhism.1

While in Washington, Chester Bolton established

himself as a powerful politician. From 1923 to 1928, 

he served in the Ohio state senate before winning election

in 1928 to the first of five terms in the U.S. House of

Representatives from a district representing outlying

Cleveland. The family lived in Washington until his

defeat in the 1936 elections and returned to Ohio, where

Frances Bolton served on the state Republican Central

Committee. Though in poor health, Chester Bolton

regained his House seat in 1938 and again relocated 

the family to Washington for the opening of the 76th

Congress (1939–1941) in January 1939. On October 29 

of that year, Chester Bolton died. When Frances Bolton

decided to seek her late husband's House seat, the Ohio

GOP gave her a muted reception but eventually backed the

nomination out of a sense of obligation to Chester Bolton's

memory. “A few of [the party leaders] opposed my nomi-

nation,” Bolton recalled, “but most of them thought it

would be a graceful gesture which would do them no

harm since they were sure I would get tired of politics 

in a few months, and flit on to something else.”2 Her 

deep pockets, both for her own campaign and the party's

statewide effort, factored into her initial 1940 campaign

success. She won the February 27, 1940, special election

by a 2–1 margin, a greater plurality than her husband had

enjoyed in any of his campaigns. Later, in the fall of 1940,

Bolton defeated her Democratic challenger with 57 percent

of the vote, polling more total votes than any other House

candidate in the state. Bolton was never seriously chal-

lenged in her subsequent 13 re-elections in her district,

t one time celebrated as the richest woman in

America, Frances Payne Bolton of Ohio shed the

comfortable life of a trust fund beneficiary to

enter the political arena. Her cosmopolitan upbringing

and range of interests—from public health to Buddhism

to economic development in sub-Saharan Africa—shaped

much of her long career in Congress. From her seat on the

House Foreign Affairs Committee, Representative Bolton

influenced American foreign policy from World War II to

the Vietnam War. 

Frances Payne Bingham was born in Cleveland, Ohio,

on March 29, 1885, to Charles W. Bingham and Mary

Perry Payne Bingham. Her family's ties to the Standard

Oil fortune permitted them to travel widely and to pro-

vide schooling for Frances at elite finishing schools and

with private tutors. Her family also had a long history of

public service. Mary Bingham's father, Henry B. Payne,

served as an Ohio Representative and Senator in the late

1800s. On September 14, 1907, Frances Bingham married

attorney Chester Castle Bolton. Mrs. Frances Bolton

later became involved with a visiting nurses' program in

Cleveland’s tenements. During World War I, the couple

and their three sons—Charles, Kenyon, and Oliver—

moved to Washington, where Chester Bolton served on

the War Industries Board and his wife worked with vari-

ous nursing groups. During the war, she also inherited a

trust fund established by her uncle, Oliver Hazard Payne,

a founder of Standard Oil. The bequest made Bolton one of

the world's wealthiest women and allowed her to establish

the Payne Fund, which eventually distributed grants into

areas of particular interest to her. In 1919, Bolton and her

newborn daughter fell victim to a worldwide influenza epi-

demic. The baby died, and she barely survived, adopting a
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the internationalist camp. “I have not agreed with the 

foreign policies of the administration,” Bolton admitted.

“But all that is past. We are at war and there is no place in

our lives for anything that will not build our strength and

power, and build it quickly.”6 So complete was her turn

that by June 1943, Bolton took to the House Floor to

voice her support for the Fulbright Resolution, which

passed the House and declared America's intention to

participate in postwar international organizations.7

Bolton's primary wartime focus was in the realm of

health care, a subject that had interested her since World

War I. As early as May 1940, she had broached the idea 

of an army school of nursing on the House Floor.8 In

1943, she authored the $5 million Bolton Act, creating a

U.S. Cadet Nurse Corps, which one year later, had trained

some 124,000 nurses. In exchange for the education, these

nurses committed to a tour of duty in the armed services

or in an essential civilian posts for a period of time after

their training. The Bolton Act also demonstrated the

Congresswoman's sympathy for African-American civil

rights, as it stipulated that funding be allocated without

regard to race or ethnicity. “What we see is that America

cannot be less than herself once she awakens to the real-

ization that freedom does not mean license and that license

can be the keeping of others from sharing that freedom,”

Bolton noted.9 In 1944, Bolton traveled to Europe to

observe firsthand the military hospitals and the nurses

she helped to put in place. Her efforts to bring women

into greater positions of responsibility in the military

extended into the 1950s. Bolton's belief in war preparedness

led her to conclude that women should be drafted into

noncombat roles. “I am afraid that gallantry is sorely out

of date, and as a woman I find it rather stupid,” she said.

“Women's place includes defending the home.”10

Bolton's work on Foreign Affairs consumed much of

her postwar career and allowed her a series of firsts. At the

invitation of the Soviet Ambassador, she became the first

committee member to travel to the Soviet Union. On her

initiative as part of the 1946 Legislative Reorganization

Act, the full committee reorganized into five permanent

subcommittees, corresponding with the State Department's

the largest by population in the country, boasting a mix 

of shipbuilding, foreign-born residents as well as long-

standing, wealthy inhabitants.3 The first woman elected

from Ohio, she also became the only mother to serve

simultaneously with her son, Oliver H. Bolton, when he

represented a district east of his mother's for three terms

in the 1950s. 

As a Member of the 76th Congress, Bolton served 

on the Committee on Indian Affairs; the Committee on

Expenditures in the Executive Departments; and the

Committee on Election of the President, Vice President

and Representatives. After her re-election to the succeed-

ing Congress, the well-traveled Bolton resigned those

minor assignments for a better seat on the Committee 

on Foreign Affairs, where she served throughout her tenure

in the House. Eventually, Bolton rose to the Ranking

Minority Member post of Foreign Affairs. In addition to

her standing committee assignments, Bolton served from

1955 to 1965 on the House Republican Policy Committee,

which determined committee assignments and party posi-

tions on issues before the House. 

Bolton entered the House in March 1940, little more

than six months into the Second World War. Though

starting as a moderate isolationist, she slowly came to

support military preparedness. Yet, she held out late hope

that America could avoid intervention. With some reser-

vation, she supported the Lend-Lease program to sell

weapons and warships and to provide monetary aid 

to the Allies in 1940. She opposed revision of the 1939

Neutrality Act, arguing that while she supported making

America the “arsenal of Hitler's foes,” President Roosevelt

was obliged to “make no move to precipitate us into war.”4

As late as November 1941, Bolton still was reluctant to

commit American forces to the conflict. “I beg you, think

most carefully before you commit this land of ours . . . to

go into a war [to] which most of her people are opposed,

and to do so secretly under the cover of promises of peace,”

she appealed to her colleagues. “I can follow the President

a long way, and I have done my best to help him keep his

word to . . . our people that we shall not go into war.”5 The

Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor moved Bolton firmly into
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Bolton's sense of adventure was matched by her

humor, work ethic, and loyalty to women colleagues. 

In the late 1940s, the U.S. Navy invited “Congressmen”

“Francis” Bolton, Cecil Harden, and Chase Woodhouse to

make an overnight visit aboard the U.S.S. Midway. Navy

rules, in fact, prohibited women from spending the night

aboard ship, but the invitations nevertheless were sent out

to the three women because they had masculine-sounding

names. Bolton and her two women colleagues debated

whether to accept. Finally, Woodhouse declared, “Of

course, we ought to. After all, aren't you a Congressman?”

Bolton replied, “You bet your life I am, and I work twice

as hard as most of the men.”17 Bolton earned accolades 

for supporting her women colleagues, regardless of party

affiliation. With the death of Edith Nourse Rogers of

Massachusetts in 1960, she became the dean of women

Members in the House; her 29 total years of service still

rank her behind only Rogers for the longest term of 

service for a woman in the House.

In her final campaign in 1968, Bolton was caught in 

a redistricting battle. Democratic Congressman Charles

Vanik, first elected to the House to represent another

Cleveland seat in 1954, challenged Bolton in her newly

redrawn, majority-Democratic district. Vanik defeated 

the 83-year-old Bolton with 55 percent of the vote. 

After the election, the Richard M. Nixon administration

considered rewarding her long career with an ambas-

sadorship. Bolton demurred, “No . . . I'm retired. Now I

can do what I please.”18 She returned to Lyndhurst, Ohio,

where she resided until her death on March 9, 1977, shortly

before her 92nd birthday.

divisions of the globe. As the chair of the Near East and

Africa Subcommittee of Foreign Affairs, she became the

first woman to lead a congressional delegation overseas

in 1947. Bolton's frequent trips to the African continent

(paid out of her own pocket) led the press to dub her the

“African Queen”—a reference to the 1951 film.11 In 1953,

President Dwight Eisenhower appointed her as the first

woman congressional Delegate to the United Nations.12

In the last three months of 1955, at the age of 70, Bolton

undertook her longest journey to Africa. She survived

an attempted charge on her car by a bull elephant, hiked

up mountains, and visited remote native villages.13 She

was not distracted from serious aspects to the trip: the

development of health care programs and food and aid

distribution. After meetings with high-ranking South

African officials in Johannesburg, Bolton denounced

that nation's system of racial apartheid, which she

described as “contrary to the universal law of evolution.”14

The South African foreign minister claimed that Bolton

had delivered a “distorted picture” of apartheid and

added, “A more flagrant intrusion into the political

affairs of another country. . .  would be difficult to 

imagine.”15 Bolton, undeterred, continued to press her

case in Congress.

Her interest in African issues, particularly the effects

of decolonization in Africa, reinforced her own convic-

tions about the need to dismantle segregation in America.

Bolton persisted in her core belief that for the United

States to wage the Cold War effectively, it had to live up

to its democratic rhetoric to attract developing nations to

its cause. It was, moreover, a matter of personal princi-

ple and conviction. In 1954 Bolton delivered an address

before the U.N. General Assembly, attacking the apartheid

practices in South Africa and, again, alluding to America's

failure to live up to its rhetoric of democracy. “Prejudice

[must be put down] wherever it raises its head, whether

we are victims or not,” Bolton declared. “[An] attack on

any group endangers everyone's freedom.”16
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8, 1940, the Congressman told voters, “I know of no one

else who has the full knowledge of my ideas and plans or 

is as well qualified as she is, to carry on these ideas or my

unfinished work for the district.”4 His seat left vacant with

his passing, Margaret Chase Smith declared her candidacy

for the special election to serve out his unexpired term in

the 76th Congress (1939–1941).5 In the May 13, 1940,

Republican special primary, Smith topped her challenger

by a more-than 10-to-1 margin, virtually assuring her 

election to the House in the heavily Republican district.6

Without a Democratic challenger, she won the June 3 spe-

cial election, becoming Maine’s first woman Member of

Congress. On June 17, 1940, only a week after being seated

in the House, Congresswoman Smith won the GOP pri-

mary for the full term in the 77th Congress (1941–1943),

garnering more than 27,000 votes and amassing more than

four times the total of her nearest competitor.7 Her second

primary triumph dispelled a popular notion that voters

would abandon her—having believed that by electing her 

to a brief term they had fulfilled their obligation to seeing

her husband’s programs through to conclusion. 

In the 1940 general election, Smith ran on a platform 

of military preparedness (including expansion of the navy,

which played well in her shipbuilding district) and support

for old-age pensions and assistance, which appealed to the

state’s large elderly population. She portrayed herself as a

moderate who, in contrast to liberal feminists, would work

within the established order; she employed that argument

for many later campaigns. Smith drew upon her experiences

campaigning with her husband, particularly his ability to

strike up personal relationships with voters.8 Smith won

the general election over Democrat Edward Beauchamp,

with 65 percent of the vote. After her 1940 campaigns,

or more than three decades, Margaret Chase 

Smith served as a role model for women aspiring

to national politics. As the first woman to win election

to both the U.S. House and the U.S. Senate, Smith culti-

vated a career as an independent and courageous legislator.

Senator Smith bravely denounced McCarthyism at a time

when others feared speaking out would ruin their careers.

Though she believed firmly that women had a political

role to assume, Smith refused to make an issue of her 

gender in seeking higher office. “If we are to claim and

win our rightful place in the sun on an equal basis with

men,” she once noted, “then we must not insist upon 

those privileges and prerogatives identified in the past 

as exclusively feminine.”1

Margaret Madeline Chase was born on December 14,

1897, in Skowhegan, Maine—the oldest of six children—

to George Emery, the town barber, and Carrie Murray

Chase, a waitress, store clerk, and shoe factory worker.2

After graduating from Skowhegan High School in 1916,

Chase took jobs as a teacher, telephone operator, and

office manager for a woolen mill and on the staff of a small

newspaper. In 1930, she married Clyde Harold Smith, an

accomplished local politician.3 In 1936, Clyde Smith was

elected as a Republican to the House of Representatives

for the 75th Congress (1937–1939). Margaret Smith man-

aged his Washington office and also served as president

of the Business and Professional Women’s Club of Maine.

She also worked on behalf of the Maine GOP committee. 

In the spring of 1940, Representative Clyde Smith fell

ill with a life-threatening heart condition. Realizing that

he could not survive the rigors of an election campaign, 

he persuaded his wife to run for his seat in the general

election the following November. Before his death on April
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passed her landmark legislative achievement in the House:

the Women’s Armed Forces Integration Act. With a wartime

peak enrollment of about 350,000, women were still 

considered volunteers for the armed services and did not

receive any benefits.12 In April 1947, while chairing the

Armed Services’ Subcommittee on Hospitalization and

Medicine, Smith passed a bill giving regular status to navy

and army nurses—well-accepted by her House colleagues

because it covered women in traditional, “angel of mercy”

roles.13 When the Armed Forces Integration Act, provid-

ing for the permanent inclusion of all uniformed women

in the military, easily passed the Senate in July 1947, Smith

faced a greater challenge pushing the bill through the

House. Opponents on the Armed Services Committee

amended it over Smith’s lone dissenting vote, significantly

curtailing women’s rights and benefits by offering them

reserve status. The House passed the committee’s version.

In an effort to restore the bill’s original intent in the con-

ference committee, Smith appealed to her personal friend,

Secretary of Defense William Forrestal, who gave her his

full backing. Smith prevailed when the House conferees

accepted a version of the legislation granting women 

regular status on July 2, 1948. President Harry Truman

signed the bill into law 10 days later, just weeks before he

racially integrated the armed forces by Executive Order.14

In 1947, when Maine’s senior U.S. Senator, Republican

Majority Leader Wallace White, announced he would

not seek a fourth term, Smith entered the hotly contest-

ed 1948 primary to succeed him. The state Republican

Party, stung by Smith’s many votes across party lines,

opposed her candidacy and supported Maine Governor

Horace A. Hildreth in the four-way race. Running on 

the slogan, “Don’t trade a record for a promise,” Smith

insisted that her legislative achievements in the House

were worth more than the campaign promises of her

opponents.15 The personal touch that marked her House

campaigns also aided in her senatorial bid. As she criss-

crossed the state making speeches and meeting personally

with constituents, many simply addressed her by her

first name, “Margaret,” with the kind of intimacy indica-

tive of an old friendship.16 A large corps of Maine

Smith was re-elected to the three succeeding Congresses

with relatively little challenge, defeating her opponents

with 60 percent or more of the vote.9

As a freshman in 1940, Representative Smith had hoped

to carry on her husband’s work on the Labor Committee,

but she was instead pushed onto four low-level commit-

tees: War Claims; Revision of the Laws; Invalid Pensions;

and the Election of the President, Vice President, and

Representatives in Congress.10 Though she often broke

with her GOP colleagues on important votes, party leaders

answered her persistent request for a better committee

assignment in the 78th Congress (1943–1945). Smith

received a position on the prominent House Naval Affairs

Committee—a fair compromise after her strategic request

for the highly coveted Appropriations panel. “When I

asked for a committee, I asked for Appropriations, know-

ing that I would not get it,” Smith recalled, “I asked for it,

because that was the thing to do in those days. You didn’t

expect to get what you asked for, so you would ask for

something that was impossible. . . . And Naval Affairs 

was what I wanted; I didn’t want Appropriations . . . I

think I was smart.”11 In addition to her Naval Affairs

duties, Smith served on the Education Committee and 

the Post Office and Post Roads Committee. After the

Legislative Reorganization Act of 1946 merged disparate

committees with military jurisdictions, the Congresswoman

was assigned to the Armed Services Committee. 

Smith was an active member of the Naval Affairs 

and Armed Services Committees. Her position gave her

power to award shipbuilding projects in Maine. It also

made her an expert on military and national security mat-

ters, leading to her participation in an investigation of the

construction of destroyers and the inspection of bases in

the South Pacific. In addition, Smith participated in a trip

to observe the postwar reconstruction in Europe, North

Africa, and the Middle East. Though she expressed con-

cern for the spread of Soviet influence in Eastern Europe,

Smith remained wary of domestic communist fears. 

She voted against legislation to make the House Select

Committee on Un-American Activities permanent.

As a member of the Armed Services Committee, Smith
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Senate came on June 1, 1950, when she took the Senate

Floor to denounce the investigatory tactics of the redbaiting

Wisconsin Senator Joseph R. McCarthy. In a speech she

later called a “Declaration of Conscience,” Smith charged

that her Republican colleague had “debased” Senate delib-

erations “through the selfish political exploitation of fear,

bigotry, ignorance and intolerance.” She said, “The American

people are sick and tired of being afraid to speak their

minds lest they be politically smeared as ‘Communists’ or

‘Fascists’ by their opponents. Freedom of speech is not what

it used to be in America. It has been so abused by some that

it is not exercised by others.”20 Although the speech

attracted favorable nationwide attention and was endorsed

by six fellow Republicans in the Senate, it did little to

restrain Senator McCarthy and his supporters. McCarthy

ridiculed Senator Smith on the Senate Floor, and he

poured political capital into the campaign of Smith’s 1954

GOP rival. Late in 1954, the Senate censured McCarthy

for his conduct of the Army– McCarthy hearings, effec-

tively silencing him. Despite Smith’s bravery in standing

up to McCarthy, her reputation as a political maverick 

limited her later potential in the Senate. Among the costs

were her removal from the Republican Policy Committee

and a drop in seniority on the Permanent Investigations

Subcommittee of the Government Operations Committee.21

In the Senate, Smith remained more of an independent

than a party-line Republican vote. The Senator’s meticulous

and independent nature was most evident in her rejection

women volunteers also greatly aided her shoestring,

grass-roots campaign.17 In the June 21 primary, Smith

received nearly 64,000 votes, a greater margin the com-

bined votes of her three challengers. After capturing 

the primary, Smith won a lopsided election, defeating

Democrat Adrian Scolten with 71 percent of the vote.

Smith’s election marked the first time a woman won 

election to the Senate without the widow or appointment

connection and the first time a woman served in both

chambers. Smith was re-elected to the Senate three 

more times by comfortable majorities.18

Despite her experience in the House, Smith needed to

earn her seniority in the Senate. In her first term, she received

three less powerful assignments: Committee on the District

of Columbia, Committee on Rules and Administration, and

the Committee on Expenditures in the Executive Depart-

ments (after the 83rd Congress [1953–1955], named

Government Operations). When Republicans briefly 

controlled the chamber in the 83rd Congress, Smith

earned seats on two prominent committees which no

woman had held before: Appropriations and Armed

Services. She gave up Government Operations for an

assignment on the Aeronautical and Space Sciences

Committee in the 86th Congress (1959–1961)—a particu-

larly influential panel at the dawn of the space race with

the Soviet Union.19 She maintained a place on these three

key panels for the remainder of her Senate career.

Margaret Chase Smith’s defining moment in the U.S.

“The American people are sick and tired of being afraid to speak their minds lest they be
politically smeared as ‘Communists' or ‘Fascists' by their opponents. Freedom of speech is not
what it used to be in America. It has been so abused by some that it is not exercised by others.” 
—Margaret Chase Smith, Senate Floor Speech, June 1, 1950
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nomination to Senate colleague Barry Goldwater, it was a

symbolic achievement.

To the surprise of many across the country, Maine 

voters turned the venerable septuagenarian out of office 

in 1972, during her bid for a fifth consecutive term. Prior

to the election, Smith had given serious consideration 

to retiring, but charges that she was too old—at age 74—

to serve as a Senator had motivated her to run for re-election.

The Democratic nominee, Maine U.S. Representative

William D. Hathaway, emphasized Smith’s age. He also

claimed Smith was inaccessible and inattentive to Maine’s

concerns, citing the fact that she did not maintain an office

in the state. Smith lost the election by 27,230 votes, a mar-

gin of 53 to 47 percent.26

Smith resettled in Skowhegan to oversee the construction

of the Margaret Chase Smith Library Center, the first of

its kind to focus its collection on the papers of a female

Member of Congress. In 1989, President George H.W.

Bush awarded her the Presidential Medal of Freedom,

the nation’s highest civilian honor. Margaret Chase Smith

died on May 29, 1995, at the age of 97, in her hometown

of Skowhegan. 
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of several high-profile presidential nominees. In 1957,

after President Dwight D. Eisenhower nominated

Hollywood actor, decorated World War II veteran, and

army reservist James (“Jimmy”) Stewart for promotion 

to brigadier general, Senator Smith recommended 

against his promotion. She led an unexpected rejection 

of Commerce Secretary nominee Lewis L. Strauss in 

1959, marking the third time in a century that a Cabinet

appointment was rejected and deeply angering the

Eisenhower administration.22 Nearly a decade later, Smith

enraged the Richard M. Nixon White House when she

and fellow Senators rejected Supreme Court nominee G.

Harrold Carswell. Smith’s independence on high-visibili-

ty issues made it hard to categorize her politics and some-

what diminished her influence. On the domestic front, the

Senator supported legislation for primarily Democratic

initiatives on educational funding and civil rights.

However, Smith supported a much more aggressive foreign

policy than that of the John F. Kennedy administration.

After the Berlin Crisis of 1961, she accused President

Kennedy of lacking the resolve to use nuclear weapons

against the Soviet Union, chiding the President on the

Senate Floor, “In short, we have the nuclear capability 

but not the nuclear credibility.”23 In her long career, Smith

became a Senate institution in her own right. From June 1,

1955, to September 6, 1968, she cast 2,941 consecutive roll

call votes. Her streak was interrupted only by recovery

from hip surgery. 

After months of denying rumors that she would seek

the top of the Republican ticket or the vice presidential

nomination, Senator Margaret Chase Smith announced

her run for President in January 1964. “I have few illu-

sions and no money, but I’m staying for the finish,” she

noted, “When people keep telling you, you can’t do a

thing, you kind of like to try.”24 Smith embarked on her

typical grass-roots campaign—losing every primary but

picking up a surprising high of 25 percent of the vote 

in Illinois.25 At the 1964 Republican Convention, she

became the first woman to have her name put in for 

nomination for the presidency by a major political party.

Receiving the support of just 27 delegates and losing the
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had first been elected to Congress unopposed with fewer

than 5,000 votes. Just more than a month later, John S.

Gibson was elected unopposed to the 77th Congress

(1941–1943) with more than 24,000 votes.6

Florence Gibbs was sworn in two days after her election,

October 3, 1940, in the midst of Franklin Roosevelt's

campaign for a third term as President, the resumption 

of the military draft, and the expansion of the Axis Powers

into the Balkans.7 Representative Carl Vinson of Georgia,

the dean of the state delegation and chairman of the Naval

Affairs Committee, arranged for Gibbs to be sworn in

before her certificate of election had been filed by the

House.8 This was because Gibbs's term encompassed the

last three months of the 76th Congress, whose third session

extended throughout 1940 and recessed only for the

Democratic and Republican national conventions during

the summer. The following weekend was turning into 

an informal recess, as Members began streaming home 

to campaign for re-election.9 For many Democrats, the

prospects for retaining their majority status had been

eroding. If Gibbs wasn't sworn in that week, the ceremony

probably would have been delayed for weeks. She never

received a committee assignment. Gibbs, who had no pre-

vious professional experience, was unaccustomed to such

a public position. She has been described as softspoken

and unassertive. A constituent recalled, “She was good for

political patronage—mainly post office appointments. The

job wasn't really to her liking.”10 Early on, Gibbs had made

it clear that she would not be a candidate for re-election.11

Gibbs returned to Jesup, Georgia, at the conclusion 

of her House term. She died there 23 years later, on

August 19, 1964.

lection Day 1940 was just a month away, and the

Members of the 76th Congress (1939–1941) saw

no sign that they would adjourn for the election.

As Members began leaving Washington to campaign,

Florence Reville Gibbs arrived from Georgia, having just

been elected to serve out the term of her late husband,

Representative W. Ben Gibbs. Georgia's first woman

elected to Congress served three months in the U.S.

House of Representatives.

Florence Reville was born in Thomson, Georgia, on

April 4, 1890, the oldest child of a country doctor, Thomas

Porter Reville, and Sallie Printup Reville.1 Florence

Reville grew up in Thomson and left to attend Brenau

College in Gainesville, Georgia. She married a lawyer,

Willis Benjamin Gibbs, and the couple settled in Jesup,

Georgia, and had two children.2 Ben Gibbs carved out a

career as a government attorney at various local and county

agencies. Eventually, he was elected unopposed to a

Georgia seat in the U.S. House of Representatives for the

76th Congress. His initial term in Congress was success-

ful enough that a district rival, John S. Gibson, informed

Gibbs that he would go unchallenged at the next primary

election.3 But Gibbs never stood for re-election, dying of

a sudden stroke on August 7, 1940, in Washington, D.C.,

just 19 months into his freshman term.4

Florence Gibbs acceded to the wishes of the local

Democratic county leaders, who asked her to run for her

husband's vacant seat. She won the uncontested October

1, 1940, special election called by Georgia Governor E.D.

Rivers. Turnout for the special election was typically

light—from the 20-county district in the state's southeast

corner, fewer than 2,500 voters went to the polls.5 The

turnout was smaller than that of 1938, when her husband
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A constituent recalled, Gibbs

“was good for political

patronage—mainly post office

appointments. The job wasn’t

really to her liking.” Early on,

Gibbs had made it clear that

she would not be a candidate

for re-election.
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during William's House service. Additionally, Katharine

was one of Washington's well-known Democratic host-

esses from the Byron family home in northwest Washington.

Less than two months into his second term,

Representative Byron died in an airplane accident on

February 27, 1941, near Atlanta, Georgia, that killed 

six others and severely injured World War I flying ace

Eddie Rickenbacker.2 With only tepid support from local

Democratic leaders, Katharine Byron decided within a

month to seek her husband's seat in a special election

scheduled for late May 1941. She said she hoped to “carry

on Bill's work.”3 Among those rumored to be interested

in the Democratic nomination were former Congressman

David J. Lewis, Maryland Democratic National

Committeeman William Preston Lane, State Senator John

B. Funk, and Earl Cobey, a western Maryland attorney

and an associate of U.S. Attorney General William C.

Walsh. Lewis, a Progressive liberal and the former chair-

man of the Labor Committee, had represented the district

for 14 years, from 1911 to 1917 and again from 1931 to 1939.

In 1938, he made an unsuccessful bid for the U.S. Senate,

thus opening the seat which William Byron had won.

Lane, a close associate of William Byron and the spouse

of a Byron family member, refused to run against

Katharine, although he also withheld his endorsement

from her.4 Women's groups in Montgomery County, one

of the district's largest counties, did not support Byron

because they did not believe she could defeat the pre-

sumptive Republican candidate, A. Charles Stewart 

from Frostburg, Maryland.5 Meanwhile, Katharine Byron

pressed party leaders for the nomination, telling them 

that she wanted to complete her husband's programs, but

pledging that if she won she would not seek re-election to

aryland's first woman Member in Congress,

Katharine Edgar Byron, came to the House

through the “widow's mandate,” after an air-

plane crash had killed her husband. Congresswoman

Byron became a firm supporter of President Franklin

Roosevelt's foreign policies during World War II.

Katharine Edgar was born on October 25, 1903, to

Brigadier General Clinton Goodloe and Mary McComas

Edgar in Detroit, Michigan, where General Edgar was

posted. Katharine's mother, Mary, belonged to a prominent

political family from western Maryland. Her father, Louis

Emory McComas, had served in the House and Senate

during the late 19th century. Katharine, one of two children,

spent an affluent and politically connected childhood

based in the McComas estate, Springfield Farm, in western

Maryland.1 She attended elite private schools such as the

Westover School in Middlebury, Connecticut, and the

Holton Arms School in Montgomery County, just out-

side Washington, D.C. In 1922, Katharine met and married

William D. Byron, a World War I aviator and the owner

of a leather manufacturing business. The couple had five

sons: William, James, Goodloe, David, and Louis.

William Byron was mayor of Williamsport, Maryland, a

member of the state senate, and a member of the Maryland

Roads Commission. In 1938 he successfully ran for 

the U.S. House as a Democrat in a district that covered 

western Maryland, including the towns of Frederick and

Hagerstown. Byron won a tight re-election race in 1940

against the legendary professional baseball pitcher Walter

“Big Train” Johnson. Katharine Byron aided her husband's

political career through her activities with local organiza-

tions such as the Red Cross flood disaster committee. 

She also served as town commissioner for Williamsport
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Stewart's stronghold in Alleghany and Garrett counties,

which included musical performances by three of her sons,

who offered a rendition of a song they called “Beautiful

Ka-a-aty.”12 On May 27, 1941, Byron defeated Stewart by

an even slenderer margin than had her husband, a little

more than 1,000 votes. “My election, I feel, is a very fit-

ting tribute to my late husband and it is my only hope to

do the utmost to carry on the work he has begun,” she told

reporters on election night.13 On June 11, 1941, Katharine

Byron was sworn in as U.S. Representative and assigned

to the Civil Service and War Claims committees.

Katharine Byron's career in the House was shaped by

international exigencies which produced a climate far dif-

ferent from that when her husband had won election as a

Democrat just a few years earlier. Most of her 18 months

in office were devoted to issues arising from American aid

to nations fighting Nazi Germany and, then, U.S. inter-

vention in the Second World War. In a debate on the

amendment to the Neutrality Act in November 1941,

Byron urged her colleagues to accelerate the delivery 

of war material to Great Britain and the Soviet Union by

repealing the neutrality law that forbade American ships

from delivering such equipment to belligerents. On the

House Floor she recounted a conversation with her only

draft-age son, William. “How should I vote?” she asked

him. “Mother, there is only one thing to do and that is to

vote for the repeal of the act, and I will be very proud of

you,” he replied. She added, “I feel it is my duty to my

sons, to my late husband, and to those I represent to vote

for this measure so that our country will remain the

democracy it is today and not be dominated by Hitler.” 14

That same month she christened the Liberty Fleet

freighter Francis Scott Key at a Baltimore shipyard. 

Three weeks later, on 8 December, the day following the

Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, Speaker Sam Rayburn

of Texas recognized Byron and four other Representatives

to declare on the House Floor their support for a declara-

tion of war. “I am willing to give my sons to their country's

defense,” Byron told colleagues. “I am 100 percent in

favor of avenging the wrong done our country and main-

taining our country's honor. We must go into this thing 

the 78th Congress (1943–1945). On April19, 1941, 30

Democratic committeemen gathered in Hagerstown,

Maryland, to choose their candidate. After a long deadlock,

Byron prevailed when an Alleghany County committee-

man swung his vote to her, giving her a 16–14 edge and

the support of three of the district's five counties.6

Katharine Byron's campaign for the general election

was equally contentious. Stewart, age 62, was a considerable

opponent and a political veteran. In 1938, he lost narrowly

to William Byron in a heated contest that centered on the

New Deal—falling a little less than 1,500 votes short out 

of 91,000 cast.7 In 1941, the new Byron–Stewart contest

centered on the nation's response to war in Europe. The

Democratic candidate backed the Roosevelt administra-

tion's foreign policies and pledged to support in Congress

“all aid to Britain, short of war.”8 Stewart, tapping into

isolationist sentiment in the rural areas of the state, accused

Byron of being a rubber stamp for an administration try-

ing to “spill blood of our boys in the squabbles of Europe.”

On Stewart's behalf, Walter Johnson stumped through-

out the district, drawing large crowds of workers and

baseball enthusiasts.9

But Katharine Byron had her own marquee speakers

and a built-in edge in party registration. In campaign

appearances with nationally known Democrats like 

First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt and Representative Estes

Kefauver of Tennessee, Byron endorsed U.S. support 

for nations fighting against the Nazis and recommended

greater military preparedness. Byron, the state's first

woman candidate for Congress, proved a durable cam-

paigner and rallied the support of women's Democratic

groups.10 Two days before the election, Eleanor Roosevelt

swung through the district to provide her unqualified

endorsement for Byron. “Her popularity in Government

circles and her contacts in Washington will prove a real

benefit to her constituents,” Roosevelt assured voters.

“We need not only more women in Congress but more

Representatives of the high qualifications possessed by

Katharine Byron.”11 The widow candidate also benefited

from a 4–1 advantage in registered Democrats within the

district. She closed the campaign with a “caravan tour” in
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to beat the Japanese aggressor. I shall do everything by

voice, by vote, everything within my power to bring about

this end.”15

The war shaped Byron's subsequent work, even where

she dealt with issues of local interest. In 1942 she argued

for the maintenance of Works Projects Administration

(WPA) programs within her district as a necessary

adjunct to national defense projects. WPA funds were

supporting the construction of two airfields in the district

as well as the housing and childcare needs of construction

workers and their families. “We have many projects start-

ed in the district very necessary to the defense program,”

Bryon said, “and if these had to be abandoned it would

endanger our war effort.”16 

Contrary to her earlier promise not to seek re-election,

Congresswoman Byron filed for the Democratic primary

in the summer of 1942, but she withdrew shortly there-

after, leaving the nomination to Lieutenant Colonel E.

Brooke Lee, who eventually lost in the general election.17

Byron had already delivered her first campaign speech, in

William D. Byron Park in Williamsport, when a call went

out for women to support the war effort. Her governess, 

a registered nurse, decided to quit and volunteer as a 

military nurse. Byron later claimed that she could neither

stand in the way of that decision nor find a replacement

and, thus, abandoned her re-election campaign to take

care of her children, the youngest of whom was five.18

In October 1947, she married Samuel Bynum Riddick,

head of public relations for the Federal Housing

Administration.19 Much of Byron's postcongressional

career was spent as a Red Cross volunteer. In 1970,

Katharine Byron took to the campaign trail again, helping

her son, Goodloe Byron, win election to the U.S. House 

in a district that covered much of the region that hers 

had 30 years earlier.20 Katharine Byron, still active in 

the capital's elite social circuit, died in Georgetown on

December 28, 1976. 





behind Sam Rayburn of Texas in his run for House

Speaker in 1937.4 Boland was credited with creating an

effective Whip organization, and he was praised for his

ability to determine how a vote would come out quickly

and accurately. One of his triumphs was assisting Speaker

Rayburn to extend the selective service system by one

vote just months before the Pearl Harbor attack in 1941.5

On May 18, 1942, Patrick Boland died suddenly of a

heart attack at home in Scranton, the morning before he

won nomination in the Pennsylvania primaries for anoth-

er House term. Majority Leader McCormack announced

Boland's death by suggesting that wartime demands 

had made Boland “a casualty of the present conflict.”6

His death came at a time when Pennsylvania politics

were quite volatile. New Deal policies had made the

Democrats competitive in this predominantly Republican

state, and the Democrats were particularly concerned

with avoiding any potential fractures in their ranks.7

The executive committee of the Pennsylvania Democratic

Committee turned to Veronica Boland, Patrick's wife, to

fill his unexpired term on June 5, 1942. Running unop-

posed, she won November 3, during the first congres-

sional elections held after American intervention in

World War II. “I really can't get excited about it,”

Boland told a group of reporters upon her election as

Pennsylvania's first woman Representative. “I would

rather have Mr. Boland there, of course.”8 She chose not

to run for a full term to the 78th Congress (1943–1945),

an election that was held the same day as her special elec-

tion. At the same time, her willingness to serve out her

husband's term bought the party's executive committee

some time to settle upon a more experienced candidate

for the next Congress.

he first woman to serve in Congress from

Pennsylvania, Veronica Grace Boland, only

served for two months, completing the term 

of her late husband, Patrick J. Boland, the popular

Democratic Whip, who had died just before winning a

primary election. “I've always preferred the background,”

Congresswoman Boland had told the press upon her

election.1 But her victory served as a tribute to her 

husband. Postmaster General Frank C. Walker, a 

family friend, told the Scranton Tribune that her election

“came as a deserved recognition of Mr. Boland's long

public service.”2

Veronica Grace Barrett was born in Scranton,

Pennsylvania, on March 18, 1899, a daughter of Patrick

and Winifred Barrett, immigrants from Ireland. She

graduated from the Scranton Technical High School 

in 1918. She later married Patrick J. Boland, a carpenter 

and building contractor. They had two sons: Patrick, Jr.,

and Eugene. Patrick Boland went on to a political career,

elected to Scranton's city council and school board before

serving as Lackawanna County commissioner from 1915

to 1919. In 1930 he was elected to a House seat as the

nominee of the Republican, Democratic, and Labor parties.

This left Boland free to choose which party caucus to

join. He chose to organize with the Democratic Caucus,

which held a narrow majority in the 72nd Congress

(1931–1933). By his third term, Boland became

Democratic Whip and was briefly a contender for

Democratic Leader against Representative John

McCormack of Massachusetts, the eventual winner, in

1940.3 Senator Joseph F. Guffey, the Democratic leader

of Pennsylvania, made retention of Boland as Whip a

condition before throwing the state's House delegation
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“I’ve always preferred the

background,” Congresswoman

Boland told the press upon

her election. Boland was

sworn in and seated on

November 19, 1942, less than a

month before the 77th

Congress adjourned. As a

consequence, she received no

committee assignments and

made no floor speeches.
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Boland was sworn in and seated on November 19,

1942, less than a month before Congress adjourned on

December 16.
9

As a consequence, she received no committee

assignments and made no floor speeches. 

After retiring from Congress, Veronica Boland returned

to Scranton and worked as an executive secretary for the

Dutch Manufacturing Company until 1957. She retired

when she underwent eye surgery.10 Boland died in

Scranton on June 19, 1982.
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women. Other commercial successes followed. When war

broke out in Europe, she toured the world as a Life corre-

spondent. Luce eventually wrote dispatches from the

North African and Chinese theaters.

Clare Boothe Luce's interest in politics developed

during the Great Depression. In 1932, she worked as the

executive secretary of the National Party, which united

conservatives with moderately liberal plans for rescuing

the economy. Through her relationship with the financier

Bernard Baruch, Luce for a brief time became a Franklin

Roosevelt supporter. She eventually broke with the FDR

administration over New Deal economic programs. Her

first active participation in Republican politics came with

her energetic support of Wendell Willkie's 1940 presi-

dential campaign. Her travels during World War II

changed the focus of her criticisms of FDR from domestic

to foreign policies. By 1942, Connecticut political leaders

lobbied Luce to run for a U.S. House seat encompassing

Fairfield County and the wealthy town of Greenwich,

where Luce had a home. Initially reluctant because she

thought she did not possess a temperament suited to 

politics and was unfamiliar with the district, she later

accepted.2 In the GOP primary, opponents attacked her 

as a carpetbagger but she prevailed at the nominating

meeting by a nearly unanimous vote.3 Luce based her

platform on three goals: “One, to win the war. Two, to

prosecute that war as loyally and effectively as we can as

Republicans. Three, to bring about a better world and a

durable peace, with special attention to post-war security

and employment here at home.”4

In the general election she ran against Democratic

incumbent Leroy Downs, a local newspaper publisher

who had defeated her stepfather, Albert Austin, in 1940.

lare Boothe Luce conquered the political sphere

in much the same way that she stormed the pub-

lishing industry and elite society—with quick

intelligence, a biting wit, and a knack for publicity that,

along with her celebrity and beauty, made her a media

darling. Luce won a Connecticut U.S. House seat in 1942,

despite never having stood for elective office. Though she

was critical of President Franklin D. Roosevelt, Luce's

internationalist bent led her to back the broad outlines of

the administration's plans for the postwar world. She once

described her philosophy as, “America first but not only.”1

Clare Ann Boothe was born on April 10, 1903, in 

New York City, to William Boothe and Ann Clare Snyder

Boothe, both involved with the theater. The family moved

from New York City to Memphis, Tennessee, but after her

parents divorced in 1913, Clare, her mother, and her brother,

David, returned to New York City to build a new life. To

help pay bills, Clare worked in several play productions

and did not attend school until she was 12, studying at the

Cathedral School of St. Mary on Long Island and at Miss

Mason's School in Tarrytown. Her mother eventually

married Albert Austin, a wealthy doctor who later served

in the Connecticut state legislature and the U.S. House. 

In 1923, Clare Boothe married George Brokaw, scion of a

clothing fortune. They had one daughter, Ann Clare, but

were divorced in 1929. Clare set her sights on writing and

was hired by publisher Conde Nast at Vogue. By 1933 she

served as managing editor at Nast's Vanity Fair magazine.

On November 21, 1935, Clare Boothe married Henry R.

Luce, founder of Time, Life, and Fortune magazines.

Shortly thereafter Clare Boothe Luce came into her own

as a successful playwright. In 1936, she wrote a Broadway

hit, The Women (1936), a satire about the lives of idle rich
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Despite her status as a leading GOP spokesperson,

Luce voted to support the general outlines of FDR's 

foreign policy. She described an Anglo-American bilateral

alliance as the “foundation stone” of any postwar interna-

tional organization.14 She supported the so-called Fulbright

Resolution in 1943, sponsored by Representative J. William

Fulbright of Arkansas, which envisioned American par-

ticipation in a postwar international organization—later

the United Nations. She introduced resolutions to study

the problem of postwar refugees and to create a U.N.

agency to oversee arms control.15 Unlike isolationist

Republicans in the House, Luce backed American

involvement in the United Nations Refugee Relief

Agency, though she wanted separate U.S. oversight of aid

distribution in recipient countries.16 Luce also supported

the creation of a Jewish state in Palestine.17

On domestic policy, Congresswoman Luce was more

centrist than her rhetoric implied. In 1943, she supported

the Equal Rights Amendment on the 20th anniversary 

of its introduction in the House. Luce also endorsed 

the development of the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps,

arguing that, “We have always been fighting women 

and never afraid to do our part.”18 She advocated a heavy

wartime tax on the rich: “those who can afford it, the well-

to-do and the rich, must be taxed almost to the constitu-

tional point of confiscation.”19 In 1946, Luce introduced a

bill to create a Labor Department bureau to ensure women

and minority workers equal pay for equal work.20 

Republican leaders most valued Luce for her wit,

sharp intellect, and ability to turn a phrase, especially

when singling out Roosevelt's policies for criticism. Party

leaders selected Luce as the keynote speaker at the 1944

Republican National Convention in Chicago, the first

woman so honored by either party. Her “G.I. Joe and G.I.

Jim” speech largely consisted of her charge that Roosevelt

had been duplicitous in handling foreign policy as war

grew imminent in both Europe and Asia, and, through

wartime mismanagement, had caused undue American

fatalities.21 Aiming squarely at Roosevelt's habit of

making one-man diplomacy, Luce charged that American

democracy was “becoming a dictatorial bumbledom.”22

She dismissed Downs as a Roosevelt “rubber stamp.”5

Nevertheless, her internationalist orientation differentiated

Luce from isolationists. On that basis the influential syndi-

cated columnist and FDR supporter Dorothy Thompson

endorsed Luce.6 Former GOP presidential candidate

Wendell Willkie also campaigned for her.7 With support

from labor unions, Downs held his core Democratic voters

together, but Luce defeated him by a 46 to 42 percent

margin.8 If Socialist candidate David Mansell had not

skimmed away 15,000 votes that likely would have gone

to Downs, Luce would not have been elected. Still, she

portrayed her victory as a mandate. “I have campaigned

for fighting a hard war—not a soft war,” Luce declared.

“Therefore this election proves how the American people

want to fight this war. . . . They want to fight it efficiently

and without bungling. They want to fight it in an honor-

able, all-out, plain-spoken partnership with our Allies.”9

Luce originally hoped to get a seat on the Foreign

Affairs Committee, but Republican Minority Leader Joe

Martin steered her onto the Committee on Military Affairs.

Impatient with the arduous process of creating and passing

legislation, she used her Military Affairs assignment as a

soapbox from which to criticize the wartime policies of the

Roosevelt administration. Her first floor speech attracted

half the House Members—an unprecedented draw for even

the most powerful veteran. In an address entitled “America

in the Postwar Air World,” Luce advocated postwar U.S.

air dominance, both commercial and military. In the same

way that the British Navy controlled the world's oceans in

the 19th century, Luce suggested, U.S. airpower would con-

trol global airspace. She warned against British and Russian

competition and attacked the administration's “freedom of

the skies” plan for postwar international aviation coopera-

tion as “globaloney.”10 The speech had the effect Luce

seemed to intend, stirring domestic and foreign contro-

versy.11 From London, Member of Parliament Lady Astor

mused, “People who start out to be sensational usually

don't last long.”12 Luce later clarified that she believed

“every nation has sovereignty of its skies” and that the U.S.

must extend aid to allied nations to reinvigorate the aviation

industry and spur competition.13
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As the German threat receded, Luce perceived a growing

menace in Soviet communism. She argued that the Kremlin

had “incorporated the Nazi technique of murder” and 

that Washington should halt the spread of communism in

Europe.32 Returning to the United States, Luce authored a

bill to acknowledge American “national responsibility” for

the Yalta Agreements of February 1945. Hers was a partic-

ularly resonant attack on FDR's compromise with Joseph

Stalin over the division of postwar Europe. Recognizing

the role the Soviet Army played in crushing German occu-

pation forces in Eastern Europe, FDR had conceded

Moscow's sphere of influence in the region. Stalin, whose

chief security interest was to prevent another German

invasion through a weak Polish state, soon reneged on 

his promises for free elections and a coalition government

in that country. Nevertheless, Luce and other critics

described the accords as capitulation on the part of the

FDR administration and as “a partition of Poland and

overthrow of its friendly, recognized constitutional

Government.”33 Her position played well in her district,

home to a large Polish and Eastern European community. 

Luce's interest in political office, however, steadily

eroded. In January 1944, her daughter, Ann, a student 

at Stanford University, died in an auto wreck.34 Friends

noted that the tragedy sent Luce on a three-year search for

closure and greatly diminished her enthusiasm for politics.

In January 1946 she declined to run for re-election and

retired in January 1947.35 She did not, however, drop out

of politics. Luce addressed the 1948 Republican National

Convention.36 In 1953, President Dwight Eisenhower

appointed her U.S. Ambassador to Italy, making her the

fifth woman to represent the United States in a foreign

country and the first posted to a major European nation.37

She served until 1957, eventually arranging a conference

that settled the disposition of Trieste, a city on the

Adriatic Sea, claimed by both Italy and Yugoslavia. In

1959, she was confirmed overwhelmingly to become the

U.S. Ambassador to Brazil. But, following a bitter public

exchange with Senator Wayne Morse of Oregon that

undermined her standing, she resigned her ambassador-

ship after just three days.38 The Luces settled in

Luce's re-election bid in the fall of 1944 was buffeted

by intraparty fighting, resulting in the abrupt resignation

of her top backer, J. Kenneth Bradley, from his GOP state

chairmanship.23 Luce survived the primary and entered

the general election against a 29-year-old Democrat chal-

lenger—Deputy Secretary of State of Connecticut

Margaret E. Connors.24 Connors attacked Luce as a late

and opportunistic convert to the cause of a postwar inter-

national organization.25 Meanwhile, Luce intensified her

rhetoric against President Roosevelt during a national

speaking tour to support the GOP presidential candidate,

Governor Thomas Dewey of New York. Luce declared

FDR to be “the only American President who ever lied 

us into a war because he did not have the political courage

to lead us into it,” arguing that Roosevelt had not halted

the transport of vital strategic materials to imperial Japan

soon enough as it waged war against China.26 She also

insisted that from 1933 to 1939, as Hitler and Mussolini

rose to power in Europe, FDR was “the world's leading

isolationist and appeaser” because he had failed to con-

front fascism more forcefully.27 Critics assailed her. 

Mary Norton, dean of Democratic women in the House,

accused Luce of “complete ignorance” of the facts. Vice

President Wallace dismissed her as a “sharp-tongued

glamour girl of forty” who “when running around the

country without a mental protector, ‘put her dainty foot in

her pretty mouth.'”28 Connors portrayed Luce's “lies” as

proof of her core isolationist beliefs.29 Connors eventually

carried industrial sections of the district by wide mar-

gins.30 In an election year when prominent isolationists

such as Hamilton Fish of New York went down to defeat,

the Democratic message that conflated Luce's criticisms

with isolationism proved potent. Luce barely edged

Connors by 49.9 to 48.9 percent. A Socialist candidate

polled 2,448 votes, a little more than Luce's margin 

of victory.31

In early 1945, Representative Luce expressed grave con-

cerns about Soviet foreign policy objectives, particularly

in Eastern Europe. She traveled to liberated Europe and

toured the Buchenwald concentration camp where Nazis

had murdered thousands of Jews and Soviet war prisoners.
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manuscript collection

Library of Congress (Washington, D.C.), Manuscript

Division. Papers: ca. 1930–1987, 319 linear feet. The 

papers of Clare Boothe Luce include correspondence

(1914–1987) particularly relating to politics, religion, and

literary and artistic endeavors; secretarial file (1933–1987);

literary file (1919–1987) containing business records, arti-

cles, essays, reviews, commentaries, journals, notebooks,

memoirs, novels, short stories, plays, nonfiction writings;

congressional and ambassadorial correspondence and

subject files; Booth and Luce family and personal papers;

speech files scrapbooks (141 volumes); and other papers.

The collection (dating chiefly from 1930 to 1987) docu-

ments Clare Boothe Luce’s multifaceted career. Topics in

the papers include diplomacy, intelligence service, inter-

national relations, national defense and security, public

roles for women, and Luce’s conversion to Roman

Catholicism in 1946. A finding aid is available in the

library and online.
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Honolulu, Hawaii, where Clare remained after Henry's

death in 1967. In 1983, she accepted a post on President

Ronald Reagan's Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board

and received the Presidential Medal of Freedom as “a 

persistent and effective advocate of freedom, both at home

and abroad.” After a long battle with cancer, Clare Boothe

Luce died on October 9, 1987, in Washington, D.C. Upon

her death, the Washington Post, which often stood at odds

with Luce's politics, eulogized her. “She raised early femi-

nist hell. To the end she said things others wouldn't dare

to—cleverly and wickedly—and seemed only to enjoy 

the resulting fracas . . . Unlike so many of her fellow

Washingtonians she was neither fearful nor ashamed 

of what she meant to say.”39
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named 28-year-old Stanley the first female assistant 

district attorney of Erie County. 

Following the 1940 Census, New York stood to lose

two seats in Congress. The Republican Party searched for

an effective short-term Representative to win the state’s

At-Large seat slated for elimination. Once redistricting

occurred, their ideal candidate would choose not to run

against a higher-ranking Republican in the following 

election. Winifred Stanley, by then a successful assistant

district attorney, was the perfect choice. Stanley was elect-

ed to the 78th Congress (1943–1945) in 1942, winning in 

a landslide and topping eight other candidates with a final

total of nearly two million votes.2

With a strong legal background, she sought a spot on

the Judiciary Committee. Despite her qualifications, the

Congresswoman was denied a position because she lacked

seniority and because sexism still prevailed among her

mostly male colleagues. James W. Wadsworth, Jr., a New

York Representative in charge of committee assignments,

flatly opposed women in the workplace. He believed that,

“a woman's place is in the home.”3 Other Republican lead-

ers seemed disinclined to assist Stanley, perhaps because

of her short-term status.4 Instead of the Judiciary

Committee, she was appointed to the Patents and Civil

Service committees, both lower-rung panels.5

The imminent end of World War II created the challenge

for the 78th Congress to provide for victory and plan for

the subsequent peace. Citing the overwhelming support of

her constituents, Stanley supported economist Beardsley

Ruml's plan in 1943—a suggestion to forgive all 1942 fed-

eral income taxes, while instating a withholding tax on 

all 1943 wages.6 The withheld tax would allow for a quick

source of revenue for the federal government's war effort,

uring her one term as a New York Congress-

woman, Winifred Stanley tirelessly championed

women's rights. The former prosecutor and the

first female assistant district attorney in Erie County,

New York, urged Americans to contemplate and begin

planning for the imperatives of peacetime demobilization

and new international responsibilities after World War II. 

Winifred Stanley was born on August 14, 1909, in 

the Bronx, New York. The eldest of six children, she 

was raised by her mother, Mary, who once was an English 

and a music teacher, and her father, architect John Francis

Stanley, in Buffalo, New York. Winifred Stanley graduated

from Lafayette High School and earned her bachelor's

degree with honors from the University of Buffalo in

1930. Stanley went on to receive her L.L.B. and J.D. from

the same institution in 1933, graduating first in her class.

In 1934, she commenced her law practice. 

Stanley's reputation as a lawyer was impeccable, but

her greatest precongressional accomplishment proved to

be the root of her future defense of women's rights while

serving in Congress. When going to court one morning,

she found the courtroom closed to women because of 

the nature of the crime being tried. She considered this

an intolerable affront to women, especially because her

gender also had been barred from New York juries,

regardless of the crime. Stanley considered jury duty

“second in importance only to the right to vote” and

mobilized women’s clubs, church societies, and political

organizations to press for women’s right to participate 

in the courtroom as citizen peers.1 Her actions not 

only won the right for participation on a jury panel for

women in New York but also caught the attention of

then-District Attorney Leo J. Hagerty. He subsequently
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introduced a joint resolution calling for a constitutional

amendment to eliminate the poll tax, and she also backed

increasing wages for postal employees.15

In line with her party, Congresswoman Stanley was a

vocal critic of the Roosevelt administration's New Deal

programs. During the 1944 campaign, while losing her

own seat to reapportionment, she nevertheless remained

busy, taking to the campaign trail in 15 states to urge 

election of the GOP presidential candidate, New York

Governor Thomas Dewey. During one rally, Stanley told

the crowd: “American voters are sick of the New Deal's

mismanagement, which results in two agencies doing the

work of one. They are tired of the countless alphabetical

agencies and bureaus which have sprung up like mush-

rooms. They want the alphabet given back to the children.

They want the Government of this country restored to the

people. They want intelligence and integrity restored to

the White House.”16 Stanley, however, was not above 

urging government intervention when New York's 

interests were at stake. In February 1943, responding to 

a meat shortage crisis in New York City, Stanley asked the

wartime Office of Price Administration to aid independent

meat packers who were suffering from high livestock

prices.17

Despite her reputation as a tenacious worker, Stanley

also was active in the Washington, D.C., social scene. She

received a Fashion Academy Award for being one of the

nation's best-dressed public women. She also served as an

adviser to the “Eight Girls to Every Man” club, an organi-

zation finding homes and proper social engagements for

young women working for the federal government.18

Rumor linked Stanley romantically with Republican

Whip, Congressman Leslie Arends of Illinois. Both par-

ties publicly denied any such relationship.19

After leaving Congress in 1945, Stanley accepted an

appointment in New York Governor Dewey's administra-

tion. She was later appointed counsel for the State

Employees Retirement System and subsequently returned

to the position of assistant district attorney, this time in

the Albany office of the state law department. She retired

from state service in 1979 but remained in private practice

and Americans would not have to pay the previous year's

taxes alongside their present dues. 

Stanley also gained a reputation for being a pragmatic

postwar planner who was more interested in the “prose”

of the readjustment to peacetime, than in the “poetry” of

victory.7 She commented that, “Maintaining peace is like

maintaining democracy. It's a full time job.”8 On January

24, 1944, Stanley introduced a concurrent resolution 

calling for a special joint committee to deal with postwar

employment. Citing the national problem of returning

soldiers who would flood the job market, she insisted that

the committee be bipartisan and consist of Members from

different parts of the country.9 In a speech on the House

Floor, she also proposed a resolution in support of an

American delegation to the proposed United Nations.10 In

addition, Stanley looked out for the interests of war veter-

ans and her constituents by pushing for the establishment

of more Veterans' Administration hospitals in upstate

New York.

Stanley continued to advocate women's rights during

her congressional service, becoming the first Member of

Congress to introduce an equal pay for equal work bill.

On June 19, 1944, Stanley proposed a bill to amend the

National Labor Relations Act to make it unlawful “to 

discriminate against any employee, in the rate of compen-

sation paid, on account of sex.”11 She wanted to maintain

in “peacetime the drive and energy which women have

contributed to the war effort” and further declared that,

“we shall only be paying lip service to those glorious and

fundamental guarantees of our nation's heritage.”12 She

vigorously worked for the Equal Rights Amendment

(ERA) to both the U.S. Congress and the New York state

constitution. Along with Margaret Chase Smith of Maine,

Stanley was one of the first House Members to push for a

renewed effort at passing ERA in 1943, the 20th anniver-

sary of its introduction in the House.13 In addition, she

argued that women should be commissioned as surgeons

in the U.S. Army. “It has often been remarked that this is a

‘man's world,'” she once noted, “It's ‘our world,' and this

battered old universe needs and will need the best brains

and the ability of both men and women.”14 Stanley also

222 ★ women in congress



former members |1935–1954 ★ 223

★ winifred claire stanley ★

until 1986. After a brief illness, Winifred Stanley died on

February 29, 1996, in Kenmore, New York.
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spent much of her time in Washington, D.C., where two

of her daughters settled into married life. On a roster of

Representatives with family members working in their

congressional offices, the name Willa Fulmer appears 

as an aide to Congressman Fulmer in the early 1930s; she

earned $266 dollars per month, which put her in the upper

salary bracket for Capitol Hill staff at the time.2

The day after Hampton Fulmer died suddenly of a

heart attack on October 19, 1944, South Carolina

Democratic officials phoned Willa Fulmer to ask her 

to run in a special election to fill her husband's vacant

seat, which encompassed six counties in the southeastern

part of the state, including the city of Orangeburg.3

Congressman Fulmer's death had reduced the Democratic

advantage in the closely divided House to just two seats,

sending party leaders scrambling for a sure-fire successor

for the remainder of the 78th Congress. But the process

was complicated because Congressman Fulmer had

already been nominated, and his death occurred less than

three weeks before the general election. Party leaders were

forced to call a nominating convention for November 1, 

a week before the general election.

From the start, it was clear that Willa Fulmer would 

be a placeholder. While agreeing to seek the nomination,

she stated she had no intention of running in the concurrent

election for the following Congress. Fulmer later recalled

that she acquiesced to the party's wishes but “with a deep

sense of improbability.”4 She had never been active in her

husband's political career and had little desire to pursue a

public career. In the November 1, special primary, she ran

unopposed for the short term in the final two months of

the 78th Congress.5 For years the widely popular Hampton

Fulmer had run unopposed, easily winning the Democratic

ike several other congressional widows from the

South, Willa Lybrand Fulmer filled her late 

husband's seat long enough for party officials 

to successfully insert a long-term successor. Mrs. Fulmer

did not participate actively in the long career of her 

powerful husband, Hampton P. Fulmer,  author of the

Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA) of 1933. But her

name recognition with voters secured her a short term 

in the final months of the 78th Congress (1943–1945),

helping to preserve a narrow Democratic majority in 

the House. 

Willa Essie Lybrand was born in Wagener, South

Carolina, on February 3, 1884. She attended public

schools in Wagener and the Greenville Female Seminary.

In 1901, at age 17, she married Hampton Pitts Fulmer, a

successful cotton farmer, merchant, and banker. Hampton

Fulmer would eventually serve in the South Carolina state

house and then go on to a 23-year career in the U.S. House

of Representatives that included the chairmanship of the

influential Agriculture Committee. Congressman Fulmer

was a tireless advocate for farmers and a major figure in

New Deal efforts to alleviate their economic woes. He

authored the AAA, which dealt with the problem of low

farm commodities prices by controlling surplus crops

and providing low-interest farm mortgage refinancing.

Congressman Fulmer also authored the U.S. Cotton

Grading Act, which standardized cotton-grading methods

and he was well-known for helping to draft a $1.3 billion

bill to build a national veterans' hospital network.1 Willa

Fulmer raised their three daughters—Margie, Ruby, and

Willa—and, by the 1930s, was a fixture at many capital

society events. Although she and her husband maintained

a home in Orangeburg, South Carolina, Mrs. Fulmer
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The Washington Post

described Congresswoman

Willa Fulmer as “more of a

southern gentlewoman than a

career type,” who, neverthe-

less, “surprises you with her

knowledge of politics and

world events.”
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nominations which, in the one-party South, were tantamount

to winning the general election. While Willa Fulmer 

ran unopposed and enjoyed name recognition among the 

constituency whom her husband had served for nearly a

quarter century, voter participation in the November 7

special election was extremely low; she received 7,943

votes out of the district with a population of nearly

362,000.6 Also on that November 7 ballot was the contest

for the full term in the 79th Congress (1945–1947); the

winning candidate, Democrat John J. Riley, received nearly

20,000 votes (97 percent) against his GOP challenger. 

Days before Congresswoman Fulmer was sworn in on

November 16, 1944, the Washington Post described her as

“more of a southern gentlewoman than a career type,”

who, nevertheless, “surprises you with her knowledge of

politics and world events.”7 Whatever her aptitude for the

job, however, Willa Fulmer never got a chance to demon-

strate her abilities. Events were so rushed, that when

House Speaker Sam Rayburn of Texas administered 

the oath of office to Representative Willa Fulmer on

November 16, her election credentials had not yet arrived

from South Carolina. Thus, Representative James P.

Richards of South Carolina asked special permission

from his colleagues to conduct the swearing-in; they 

consented.8 She moved into her husband's Cannon House

Office Building quarters, but during her lame duck term,

Representative Fulmer made no floor speeches and received

no committee assignments. Congress adjourned a month

after she took her seat.

Fulmer's two-month term ended on January 3, 1945,

when John J. Riley was sworn into Congress as the dis-

trict's new Representative—the first of his eight straight

terms in the House. Mrs. Fulmer returned to private life,

retiring to a home in northwest Washington, D.C.9 She

returned occasionally to South Carolina, engaged in agri-

cultural pursuits, and also became an avid traveler. Willa

Lybrand Fulmer died aboard a luxury liner en route to

Europe on May 13, 1968.





fascism in Benito Mussolini's Italy and Adolf Hitler's

Germany. The couple returned to Chicago, where they

began a public campaign to warn fellow citizens about the

growing menace in Europe. In 1938, Paul Douglas won

election as a Chicago alderman, and in 1942 he mounted

an unsuccessful campaign as an independent Democrat

for a U.S. Senate seat from Illinois. Ten days later, Paul

Douglas enlisted in the Marines as a 50-year-old private,

where he served in the Pacific theater in World War II

and became a decorated combat veteran. Emily Douglas

returned from the 1935 trip abroad to organize and chair

the government and foreign policy department of the

Illinois League of Women Voters. In 1942, she became

executive secretary of the International Relations Center

in Chicago. During the war, she also traveled widely to

raise funds for the Red Cross organization.

It was Douglas's work as an advocate of internationalism,

touring the state and the country, which brought her into

her first campaign for public office. Illinois Democratic

leaders approached Douglas to run for the state's lone 

At-Large seat (with what was then the fourth-largest con-

stituency in the nation) in the winter of 1943–1944. Douglas

was shocked by the proposal, recalling that her first

response was, “Gentlemen, this is so sudden!”4 In February

1944, after turning down the initial offer, Douglas recon-

sidered and accepted and won the Democratic primary. 

In the general election, she challenged two-term incum-

bent Republican Stephen A. Day, a staunch isolationist.

Day was controversial even among the party faithful for his

Nazi sympathies and his authorship of a 1941 book, We

Must Save the Republic Now, which argued against inter-

vention in the European war.5 Day enjoyed an enormous

media advantage with the endorsement of the anti-FDR

Chicago Tribune and its powerful publisher, Colonel

n 1944, Emily Taft Douglas, a proponent of overseas

humanitarian projects and a postwar United Nations

Organization, defeated one of the most strident isola-

tionists in the House of Representatives—heralding,

as some observers believed, the triumph of American

internationalism. “We, ourselves, must have faith in the

doctrine of collective security as a bulwark against another

war and chaos,” Representative Douglas said. “We must be

prepared to make whatever compromises and sacrifices that

security demands.”1

Emily Taft was born in Chicago, Illinois, on April 10,

1899, one of three daughters of the famous sculptor Larado

Taft and Ada Bartlett Taft. President William Howard

Taft was a distant cousin. She grew up in Chicago and

traveled widely with her father during his frequent 

lecture and teaching tours in the United States and Europe.

President Woodrow Wilson's effort to coax the United

States into the League of Nations, though unsuccessful,

convinced Emily Taft to register as a Democrat.2 She

graduated with honors a year early, in 1920, from the

University of Chicago, with a B.A. in economics and

political science. After graduating, she embarked on a 

theatrical career. She studied at the American Academy 

of Dramatic Art in New York City. Emily Taft joined

national theatrical tours, winning acclaim as the lead in a

Broadway production of The Cat and the Canary. She also

became active in Illinois politics, as a protégé of pioneer

women state legislators.3 She served as the organizing

secretary for the Illinois League of Women Voters and, in

that capacity, met her future husband, Paul Douglas, a

University of Chicago economics professor and future U.S.

Senator. They married in 1931 and raised one daughter, Jean.

The Douglases took up the internationalist cause after

a 1935 trip to Europe convinced them of the dangers of
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ominous race must be halted at once. . . . The speed and

firmness with which the [United Nations] acts, may deter-

mine the fate of mankind.”10

Having worked on behalf of the Red Cross during the

war, she was an ardent supporter of the United Nations

Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA),

which provided food, shelter, and clothing to millions of

displaced European postwar refugees. In August 1945, she

joined several committee colleagues on a visit to Europe 

to inspect the work of UNNRA, particularly in occupied

Germany and Italy. The spectacle of devastation in Europe

convinced her that UNRRA, backed principally by

American dollars, had a crucial role to play in the early

reconstruction of the continent. “As the only major power

which was neither bombed nor invaded, we must bear the

chief burden of relief,” Douglas declared during House

debates in the late fall of 1945. Furthermore, she believed

UNRRA was the first experiment in making the interna-

tional organization a reality. “Before men can cooperate

politically, they must have bread, shelter, clothes, and

medical care,” Douglas said in a floor speech. “By meeting

elemental needs, the United Nations can save the lives of

millions, [and] undermine the pull of violent nationalisms

which emerge like fascism after every war.”11 Based on her

visit to a refugee camp, she later proposed a program for

the rehabilitation of European youth who were reared

under fascist regimes. In the spring of 1946, as the threat

of famine hung over Western Europe, Douglas urged

Americans to return to wartime rationing to save food 

for donations.12

In the 1946 midterm elections, Douglas's re-election

campaign was seen as a bellwether race for the state and 

for Democrats nationally. Her opponent was William 

G. Stratton, a navy veteran and former one-term House

Member and a staunch isolationist who pledged opposi-

tion to any foreign loans and ran on the GOP platform 

of lowering taxes and slashing federal expenditures.13

Douglas ran on a platform which supported President

Harry S. Truman's domestic policies and his expanded 

foreign aid programs. Weary and frustrated by wartime

controls, high prices, commodity shortages, and the eco-

nomic dislocations caused by demobilization, voters took

Robert McCormick. Douglas charged that “by his voting

record [Day] stands convicted as the worst obstructionist 

in Congress.”6 Douglas also ran as a supporter of Franklin

Roosevelt's New Deal programs and foreign policies,

including his plan for American participation in the post-

war United Nations organization. Observers speculated

that Douglas would have to ride FDR's coattails to win

her seat; in fact, she defeated Day by a greater margin than

FDR's over GOP presidential candidate Thomas Dewey,

taking 52 percent of the vote, with most of her support 

concentrated in Chicago. “Building a permanent, workable

peace is the big job of this generation,” Douglas said shortly

afterward. “It is evident that the electorate made a definite

decision to get rid of extreme isolationists and obstruction-

ists.”7 Syndicated columnist Marquis Childs hailed her 

victory as symbolizing the receding of isolationism,” in

some ways more significant than the defeat of [isolationist

Representative] Ham Fish in New York.”8

Representative Douglas registered her greatest influ-

ence in international relations. She received her lone com-

mittee assignment on Foreign Affairs and was widely recog-

nized as a specialist in the field. Douglas became a forceful

and erudite proponent of the Dumbarton Oaks plan for the

creation of the United Nations. “My election was, without

question, a mandate from the people of Illinois for the ideal

of world cooperation,” Douglas told the New York Times.

“In Congress, and especially in my work on the Foreign

Affairs Committee, I am going to proceed on the thesis that

the will to get along with the other nations of the world 

is of greater importance than the machinery. Failure to see

that, I think, lies at the root of our not having achieved a

permanent peace after the last war.”9 In marked contrast to

her isolationist Illinois colleague, Jessie Sumner, Douglas

voted with the vast majority of the House to support 

the United Nations and the Bretton Woods Agreements,

which established the World Bank and the International

Monetary Fund. Along with California Representative

Jerry Voorhis, she proposed legislation to put the United

Nations in charge of international programs for arms con-

trol and the abolition of atomic weaponry. “With our new

powers of destruction so vast and immediate, we have no

time for fumbling,” Douglas said in a floor speech. “The
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their anger out on the Truman administration and its

Democratic supporters in the House. At the polls,

Americans ousted 54 House Democrats, returning 

control of the chamber to the GOP in the 80th Congress

(1947–1949). Among those voted out of office was

Douglas, losing 55 to 44 percent to Stratton, who ran a

weak second to Douglas in Chicago but carried all but

four of the downstate counties. The trend carried over

statewide, where Republicans picked up six seats to take

20 of the 26 House delegation spots.14

Douglas was active in politics for much of her post

congressional life. In 1948, she campaigned on behalf of

her husband, Paul, who won election to the first of his

three terms as a U.S. Senator from Illinois. Emily Douglas

was appointed in 1950 as U.S. Representative to the U.N.

Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization

(UNESCO), an organization for international cultural

and scientific exchange that she had supported during her

House career.15 She later served on the legislative commit-

tee of the Unitarian Fellowship for Social Justice and as

vice president and moderator of the American Unitarian

Association, its highest lay office. In 1965, she marched in

the Selma, Alabama, civil rights protest with the Reverend

Martin Luther King, Jr. Emily Douglas also authored

several books during her lifetime, including Margaret

Sanger (1970), a biography of the pioneer in family plan-

ning, and Remember the Ladies (1966), a book of essays 

on famous American women. After Paul Douglas died in

1976, she resided in White Plains, New York, where she

passed away on January 28, 1994.
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deprivations wreaked by a disastrous drought and economic

crash. It also inspired her to become active in public service

on behalf of migrant farm workers and others whom the

Depression had dislocated. “I became active in politics

because I saw the possibility, if we all sat back and did

nothing, of a world in which there would no longer be any

stages for actors to act on,” she recalled.2 Domestic woes

were compounded by foreign dangers. Douglas and her

husband traveled frequently and witnessed firsthand

Japanese militarism and European fascism in the 1930s.3

With international tensions on the rise, Helen Douglas set

entertainment work aside and threw herself into public-

service projects, becoming a member of the national advi-

sory committee of the Works Progress Administration

and a member of the California state committee of the

National Youth Administration. She traveled frequently to

the White House to meet with Eleanor Roosevelt. In

1940, she became a California Democratic national com-

mitteewoman—a post she held until 1944—serving as the

vice chair of the California Democratic central committee

and as head of the women's division. From 1942 to 1943,

she was on the board of the California Housing and

Planning Association. 

In 1944, when six-term incumbent Democrat Thomas

Ford announced he would retire from his seat encompassing

downtown Los Angeles, Douglas entered the race to 

succeed her political ally. With Ford's endorsement, she 

prevailed in the primary as the only woman among eight

candidates, receiving more than 14,000 votes, versus

about 5,200 for the runner-up.4 In the general election,

Douglas appealed to African-American voters in her

urban district. Her platform called for equal rights, labor

rights, food subsidies, unemployment insurance for

ecades before Ronald Reagan, stage star and

California celebrity Helen Gahagan Douglas

made the transition from acting to politics to

become one of her party's standard-bearers. In an era when

Cold War priorities often marginalized domestic reforms,

Douglas became a beacon to New Deal liberals, who

hoped to push economic and social legislation into the

post–World War II period.1 Impatient with the institutional

pace and intricacies of the House, Representative Douglas

used her skills as an actress and her fame to speak passion-

ately about topics ranging from equal rights for women to

civil rights for African Americans and protections for the

American worker. 

Helen Gahagan was born in Boonton, New Jersey, on

November 25, 1900, one of five children raised by Walter

Hamer Gahagan II and Lillian Rose Mussen Gahagan. Her

father owned a prosperous construction and shipyard busi-

ness, and the family lived in the upper-middle-class section

of Park Slope in Brooklyn, New York. Helen Gahagan

attended the prestigious Berkeley School for Girls in

Brooklyn. She later studied at the Capen School for Girls

in Northampton, Massachusetts, and then at Barnard

College in New York City. Against her father's wishes,

Gahagan left school before earning a degree. From 1922 to

1938, she pursued a career as an opera singer and an actress,

starring in a variety of shows and plays. In a 1930 Broadway

hit, Tonight or Never, Helen Gahagan met and costarred with

her future husband, Melvyn Douglas. They married on

April 5, 1931, and left New York City to relocate in Los

Angeles as Melvyn pursued a film career. There, the

Douglases raised two children, Peter and Mary Helen. 

The move west, made in the early years of the Great

Depression, exposed Helen Douglas to the suffering and
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in Israel.9 President Harry S. Truman appointed her as an

alternate U.S. Delegate to the United Nations Assembly.

In early October 1945, as debate raged over control 

and oversight of atomic energy, Douglas weighed in with

a major floor speech that called for civilian, rather than

military, control over the developing science. “We cannot

keep this knowledge to ourselves,” she warned. “The air

needs to be cleared of suspicion and doubt and fear. The

United Nations, through the Security Council, should

have the right to find out and know what is going on in

every research laboratory in the world.”10 In the winter 

of 1945–1946, Congresswoman Douglas and Senator

Brien McMahon of Connecticut introduced nearly identical

bills which aimed at developing peaceful uses of atomic

energy through U.S. civilian control. Douglas fought 

to strike out amendments during House passage which

granted far-ranging powers to military developers. Many

of these provisions did not appear when the House and

Senate versions were reconciled, and the measure was

passed in 1946. The Atomic Energy Act created the

Atomic Energy Commission, charged with oversight of

the development and testing of atomic weapons, as well

as with peaceful applications of atomic power.11

Douglas's House career also drew from her devotion

to domestic priorities, including the continuation of New

Deal economic policies and the pursuit of civil rights

reform. In 1948, she trooped onto the House Floor toting 

a bag of groceries, to demonstrate the reduced buying

power of housewives after the government lifted wartime

price controls.12 A vocal and consistent defender of labor

and unions, Douglas vehemently opposed the Taft–Hartley

Act. Officially known as the Labor–Management Relations

Act, the bill encompassed a series of amendments to the

New Deal-era National Labor Relations Act, weakening

the power of organized labor. Among its most controversial

provisions was an amendment requiring union leaders to

sign loyalty oaths attesting that they were not Communist

Party members.13 Douglas also was a major proponent of

federal efforts to provide affordable housing for Americans

in the postwar era, an issue central to her constituency in

booming California.14

returning GIs, a revitalized farm security program, and

income-based taxation for farmers and small business

owners. She also advocated international cooperation. 

Her candidacy drew attention to equality for women.

When asked about a woman's place in Congress, Douglas

replied, “Politics is a job that needs doing—by anyone who

is interested enough to train for it and work at it. It's like

housekeeping; someone has to do it. Whether the job is

done by men or women is not important—only whether

the job is done well or badly.”5 Douglas ultimately prevailed

over her Republican opponent, William D. Campbell, by

a slim margin, 51.5 to 48.5 percent. As she established a

reputation in the House, Douglas's electoral support

increased. In her subsequent bids for re-election in 1946

and 1948, she defeated her GOP challengers with 54 per-

cent and 65 percent, respectively.6

Douglas had little interest in mastering legislative

processes, preferring instead to call attention to her agenda

while using her celebrity to gain public exposure and

awareness for specific programs.7 Her busy congressional

schedule was complemented by an equally hectic speech-

making itinerary around the country. Repeatedly during

her congressional years, Douglas acted as a publicist 

for key liberal issues by making major speeches, both on 

and away from the House Floor, on issues ranging from 

postwar price controls to civil rights to the international

regulation of atomic energy. 

Douglas's sole committee assignment throughout her

six years in the House reflected one of her many areas of

focus: Foreign Affairs. At the center of her philosophy on

U.S. foreign policy was Douglas's abiding internationalism.

Douglas believed that America's dominant military and

economic “strength carries responsibilities and obliga-

tions which we must fulfill.”8 Consequently, she backed

American participation in the United Nations, supported

the implementation of the Bretton Woods Agreements,

which created the World Bank and the International

Monetary Fund, and consistently challenged U.S. policy

early in the Cold War which, she believed, contributed to

tensions with the Soviet Union. Douglas also supported

Philippine independence and the creation of a Jewish state
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used in many quarters to blind us to our real problems.”18

In her 1948 re-election campaign, Douglas's GOP oppo-

nent used redbaiting tactics to try to unseat her. The strate-

gy failed, as she won by the widest margin of her career, but

it set a troubling pattern in motion.

In 1950, Representative Douglas opted to run for one 

of California's U.S. Senate seats. When incumbent Senator

Sheridan Downey abruptly withdrew from the race,

Manchester Boddy, editor of the Democratic-leaning 

Los Angeles Times, became Douglas's principal opponent.

Despite Boddy's attempts to smear Douglas during the

Democratic primary by labeling her a communist sympa-

thizer, or a “pink lady,” Douglas ultimately prevailed by 

a 2–1 margin.19 The negative campaign begun by Boddy—

particularly the “pink lady” epithet—resonated in the 

general election, as Douglas's Republican opponent,

Representative Richard M. Nixon, employed a similar

strategy. Nixon's ample campaign purse permitted him 

to wage a massive public relations campaign against

Douglas. Nixon accused her of being “pink down to her

underwear”; he distributed hundreds of thousands of

pink flyers comparing Douglas's liberal voting record

with those of other congressional liberals. Douglas

defended her voting record and returned Nixon's verbal

volleys; in one speech she referred to Nixon as “Tricky

Dick,” a name that stuck with him for the remainder of his

political career.20 But when Douglas tried to redirect the

debate to compare their congressional careers and positions

on issues, Nixon's whispering campaign of unsubstantiated

During a period when the Jim Crow laws still applied in

the nation's capital, Helen Douglas used her outsider sta-

tus to challenge prevailing racial attitudes. The first white

Representative with African Americans on her staff, she

also sought to desegregate Capitol restaurants. Douglas

also attacked the practice of poll taxes, which effectively

prevented many southern African Americans from voting,

and she urged passage of antilynching legislation.15 When

Mississippi Democrat John Rankin, chairman of the

Committee on World War Veterans' Legislation, charged

that black regiments performed incompetently during key

World War II battles, Douglas fiercely fought the allega-

tion using military records. African-American servicemen,

she reminded colleagues, fought “for a freedom which

[they have] not as yet been permitted fully to share.”16

Douglas's role as a spokesperson for liberal causes

made her beloved by liberals and reviled by conservatives.

In October 1945, Douglas lashed out at the House Un-

American Activities Committee, which was investigating

alleged communist sympathizers and which would eventu-

ally focus on many Hollywood writers and artists. Douglas

argued that such a panel was unconstitutional.17 Critics

charged that she was a communist fellow traveler. Douglas

countered that the gravest danger to American society was

not the threat of internal, or even external, communist sub-

version but that of demagoguery and repressive domestic

controls justified in the name of national security. “The fear

of communism in this country is not rational,” Douglas

exhorted. “And that irrational fear of communism is being

“The first step toward liberation for any group is to use the power in hand. . . . And the
power in hand is the vote.”

—Helen Gahagan Douglas, ms. magazine, october 1973
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innuendos kept voter interest focused on allegations against

Douglas. Nixon won with 59 percent of the vote, a nearly

700,000-vote plurality.21

Douglas retired to private life as a lecturer and a success-

ful author. She later returned to the theater and performed

in two Broadway plays. In 1964 she was again in the political

spotlight when President Lyndon Johnson appointed her as

the Special Ambassador to head the United States delega-

tion to the inauguration ceremonies for President William

V.S. Tubman of Liberia. She also authored a book based on

her close friendship with Eleanor Roosevelt. She resided 

in New York City, succumbing to cancer on June 28, 1980.
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then at the University of North Carolina. At Chapel 

Hill, Woodhouse founded the Institute of Women's

Professional Relations (IWPR) to study the status of

working women and trends in employment. For several

years, she was employed as an economist for the Bureau 

of Home Economics at the U.S. Agriculture Department.

In 1934, she became a professor of economics at Connecticut

College and initiated a series of IWPR conferences in

Washington, D.C.3

Woodhouse vented her frustration with the ongoing

Depression by running for political office. In 1940, the

Connecticut Democratic Party convinced an initially

reluctant Woodhouse to join the ticket.4 By a larger 

margin than any other elected official in the state, she won

a two-year term as secretary of state.5 From 1943 to 1948,

Woodhouse presided over the Connecticut Federation of

Democratic Women's Clubs. She served on key wartime

labor boards in Connecticut, the Minimum Wage Board

and the War Labor Board, chairing the latter.6 From 1942

to 1943, she also chaired the New London Democratic

Town Committee.

Woodhouse later recalled that her desire for social

change and economic justice for women convinced her 

to run for a seat in the U.S. Congress in 1944. Though 

she first was interested in a U.S. Senate seat, the

Connecticut Democratic Party instead nominated her as 

a Representative.7 At the state convention, Woodhouse

defeated William L. Citron, a former Congressman At-

Large, by a vote of 127 to 113 among party officials.8 She

earned a reputation as an indefatigable campaigner and

talented public speaker, supported by an active network

of labor and women's organizations. In the general elec-

tion Woodhouse faced one-term GOP incumbent John D.

hase Going Woodhouse, an economics professor-

turned-politician, served for two nonconsecutive

terms, representing a competitive district span-

ning eastern Connecticut. In recognition of her longtime

advocacy for women in the workplace, the Democratic

leadership awarded Woodhouse a prominent post on the

Banking and Commerce Committee. Linking American

domestic prosperity to postwar international economic

cooperation, she put forward a powerful argument on

behalf of U.S. participation in such organizations as the

International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank.

“Only the fighting is over,” Woodhouse said in November

1945. “We still have got to win the war. And winning the

war means working out a system of economic cooperation

between nations.”1

Chase Going was born on March 3, 1890, in Victoria,

British Columbia, the only child of American parents

Seymour Going, a railroad developer and an Alaska min-

ing pioneer, and Harriet Jackson Going, a teacher. Chase's

maternal grandmother particularly influenced her political

development, taking her young granddaughter to polling

places each election day to protest her inability to vote.2

In 1908, Chase Going graduated from Science Hill High

School in Shelbyville, Kentucky. She studied economics at

McGill University in Montreal, Canada, and graduated in

1912. A year later she earned her M.A. in economics from

McGill. Chase Going pursued advanced studies in political

economy at the University of Berlin and, after the outbreak

of the First World War, at the University of Chicago. In

1917 she married Yale political scientist Edward James

Woodhouse. The couple raised two children, Noel and

Margaret, and pursued their academic careers simultane-

ously, obtaining faculty positions at Smith College and
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IMF. Woodhouse supported the controversial British

loan, as she would the Marshall Plan later in her career,

by dismissing the opposition as largely “emotional” and

“psychological.” Woodhouse told colleagues in a floor

speech that, “We do not, as yet, always think of ourselves

in terms of the responsibilities of the greatest and richest

country in the world, the country which alone has the

power to determine whether or not the democratic, free

enterprise system will expand or decline.”11 She was an

ardent supporter of the implementation of the accords 

for the IMF and the World Bank, arguing that these 

were indispensable tools for postwar redevelopment.

Even while fighting still raged in the Pacific theater,

Woodhouse argued for acceptance of Bretton Woods 

as an important “first step” toward economic integration.

“This war is being won not only by military and political

cooperation, but also by economic cooperation,”

Woodhouse said.12

Standing for re-election to the 80th Congress

(1947–1949) in 1946, Woodhouse and other Democrats

faced serious challenges at the polls. Unemployment prob-

lems created by rapid demobilization, as well as soaring

prices for groceries and other staples, roiled voters. Her

opponent in the general election was Horace Seely-Brown,

a World War II Navy veteran who married into a family

that operated a lucrative apple orchard in eastern

Connecticut.13 Disaffected Democratic voters did not

turn against so much as they simply stayed at home in

large droves. Seely-Brown captured about 60,000 votes,

roughly the same number as McWilliams had in 1944.

But Woodhouse polled nearly 15,000 fewer votes than 

in the prior election, as her opponent won with a comfort-

able 55 to 45 percent margin. Backlash against Democrats

was further aided by the presence of voting machines,

which allowed for voting a straight party ticket with

the push of a single button. Republicans swept all five

Connecticut House seats, turning three Democratic

incumbents out of office.

During her hiatus from Congress, Woodhouse 

served as executive director of the Women's Division of

McWilliams, a Norwich builder and town selectman. She

described the central campaign issue as the development of

a postwar United Nations and international redevelop-

ment system “that will make permanent peace possible.”

Woodhouse also advocated tax reform, a plan for full

peacetime employment, and more federal money for edu-

cation and rural electrification programs.9 In the 1944

elections, voter turnout was high and President Franklin

D. Roosevelt carried the state by a slim margin of 52 per-

cent. Woodhouse ran even with the President, edging out

McWilliams with a plurality of about 3,000 votes.

Her male House counterparts, Woodhouse recalled

years later, made her feel more a colleague than part of 

a distinct minority. Speaker Sam Rayburn of Texas steered

Woodhouse onto the Committee on Banking and Currency,

an influential assignment for a freshman Member and one

he thought would best put her talents to use. Woodhouse's

daughter, Margaret, then in her early 20s, worked in the

Washington office as executive secretary.10 Woodhouse

also was innovative in that her chief political adviser,

John Dempsey, was based in the district rather than in

Washington, D.C. He eventually became a powerful

Connecticut governor and one of the state's longest 

serving chief executives. 

In her first term, Woodhouse fought for the mainte-

nance of wartime price controls as a protection against

inflation for consumers and for more affordable housing

for returning veterans. “I have no illusions of what a new

Member of Congress can do the first year,” she told

reporters. “I'm going to evaluate every piece of legislation

in terms of how many jobs there will be after the war. Feed

them first and reform them later!” The Harry S. Truman

administration failed to heed her warnings on the issue

and rolled back price controls. 

The bulk of Woodhouse's work in the 79th Congress

(1945–1947) centered on issues before the Banking and

Currency Committee. The committee played a large role

in House approval of the $3.75 billion loan to the British

government in 1946, the Bretton Woods Conference

agreements, and the creation of the World Bank and the
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foreign policy, particularly the decision to intervene 

with military force on the Korean peninsula to halt North

Korea's invasion of South Korea. Following a trend in

which the GOP regained control of Connecticut, Wood-

house lost by fewer than 2,300 votes out of 135,000 cast.20

After Congress, Woodhouse served as head of con-

gressional relations for the Office of Price Stabilization,

where she worked from 1951 until 1953. She was an early

and harsh critic of McCarthyite anti-communism, espe-

cially when used for political gain.21 From 1953 until she

retired in 1980 at age 90, Woodhouse served as head of the

Connecticut Service Bureau for Women's Organizations

in Hartford. Woodhouse also was the first chair of the

Connecticut Committee on the Status of Women and was

a delegate to the Connecticut constitutional convention in

1965. She retired to a circa-1726 home on a 390-acre farm

near Baltic, Connecticut. On December 12, 1984, Chase

Woodhouse died in New Canaan, Connecticut. 
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ests in women and family issues, service to the state of

the Democratic National Committee (DNC), and lectured

widely on the topic of women in politics.14 Eager to

escape the patronage and politicking required at the

DNC, Woodhouse sought a position as a staff expert 

for the Allied Military Governor of Germany, General

Lucius Clay.15 As Clay's economic adviser, she toured 

the Allied zones of occupied western Germany and kept

closely informed about reconstruction and rehabilitation

efforts. The DNC post provided Woodhouse public 

visibility, while the economic advisory role in Germany

offered her input into policymaking.16 That combination

made her a formidable comeback candidate in 1948 when

she challenged Seely-Brown. She benefited from a larger

voter turnout for the presidential election, in which she

ran ahead of incumbent President Truman. Woodhouse

collected nearly 70,000 votes, outpolling Seely-Brown 

52 to 48 percent. Statewide, Democrats regained a majority

of Connecticut's House seats.17

During her second term in the House, Woodhouse

regained her seat on the Banking and Currency Committee

and received an additional assignment on the House

Administration Committee. She remained a confirmed

supporter of Truman administration foreign policies. In

1949, she endorsed the ratification of the North Atlantic

Pact that created America's first permanent overseas mili-

tary alliance, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization

(NATO). “The Marshall Plan has proven its value as an

effective tool of economic recovery in Europe and as a

bulwark against the threatened onrush of communism,”

Woodhouse told reporters, adding that the Atlantic Pact

was the “next logical step.”18 Based on her extensive travels

in Germany, she declared that the 1948 Berlin Airlift—

which supplied blockaded Soviet-occupied East Berlin

with food and supplies—was “worth every cent of the

cost,” because it proved to Moscow that the Western Allies

“mean business” in protecting open access to the German

capital.19

In 1950, Woodhouse again faced Horace Seely-Brown

in her fourth congressional campaign. Much of the

midterm election focused on the Truman administration's 
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admitted her to the bar along with her 61-year-old mother

when the state legislature lifted the bar's ban on women.

For two years, she and her sister toured North America 

by car before she opened a law office in 1924, specializing

in aid to poor and black clients while supplementing her

income as a lecturer at the Atlanta Law School. 

Her first political experience came as the women's

manager of I.N. Ragsdale's campaign for mayor of Atlanta

in 1927. That year Helen Douglas married Guy M. Mankin,

a widower with a seven-year-old son, Guy, Jr. After 

traveling to several overseas locations following Guy

Mankin's job assignments, the family settled in Atlanta,

where Helen Mankin resumed her legal career in 1933.1

In 1935, as chair of the Georgia Child Labor Committee,

she unsuccessfully urged the state legislature to ratify a

proposed child labor constitutional amendment. The next

year she won a seat in the legislature, serving for a decade

as a critic of Governor Eugene Talmadge's administration

and as a supporter of constitutional, educational, electoral,

labor, and prison reforms. In the process, she became an

ally of liberal Governor Ellis Arnall, who had succeeded

Talmadge in 1942. In 1945, Mankin and Arnall successfully

steered a measure through the Georgia house of represen-

tatives to repeal the poll tax, a method southern states 

frequently employed to disenfranchise African-American

voters too poor to pay a requisite tax in order to vote.2

When Georgia Representative Robert Ramspeck

resigned from the U.S. House at the end of 1945, Mankin

entered the race to succeed him in a February 1946 special

election. The only woman in the crowded contest for the

three-county district, which included both Atlanta and

Decatur, Mankin used a series of radio addresses to talk

about the central issue of her campaign: the equalization

uring her brief U.S. House term, Helen Douglas

Mankin of Georgia brought national attention

to her longtime political cause: advocating on

behalf of poor and disenfranchised southern voters. “I

earnestly believe that the election of a woman from this

State to the House of Representatives will mean to the rest

of the country another note of progress out of the South,”

Mankin declared after her victory in a February 1946 

special election in which she benefited from the support

of African-American voters. Mankin's bid for re-election

later that summer, however, revealed the limits of voting

reform in the South: the political machine of segregationist

Governor Eugene Talmadge blocked her renomination 

to a full term.

Helen Douglas was born on September 11, 1896, in

Atlanta, Georgia, the daughter of Hamilton Douglas 

and Corrine Williams Douglas. Her parents were teachers

who had studied law together at the University of Michigan.

Corrine became involved in education when the family

moved to Georgia, where state laws prevented women

from joining the bar. Hamilton eventually founded the

Atlanta Law School. Their home was an intellectual 

parlor for the likes of reformer Jane Addams and former

President and Supreme Court Justice William Howard

Taft. Helen Douglas attended Rockford College in

Illinois, following in the footsteps of her mother and

maternal grandmother. She graduated in 1917 with an

A.B. degree but interrupted her law studies to join the

American Women's Hospital Unit No. 1 in France, where

she served as an ambulance driver for more than a year.

When Douglas returned to the United States, she

resumed her academic career, graduating from Atlanta

Law School in 1920. A year later, the state of Georgia
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and Revision of Laws—but was not appointed to her first

choice, the House Education Committee. Mankin exhib-

ited loyalty to the Democratic Party, voting with the party

92 percent of the time—an uncharacteristic trait for the

typically conservative South of the period. As a Repre-

sentative, she supported price controls, a federal housing

program, and the Hobbs Bill directed against the CIO's

Teamsters' Union. Mankin voted against the Case Anti-

Labor Bill, opposed funding for the House Committee on

Un-American Activities, and favored an end to the poll

tax. “I am a liberal but not a radical,” Mankin said, when

opposing plans for national health insurance.8 She also

backed an internationalist foreign policy in which the

United States played a greater role in maintaining world

stability after World War II.9

In the Georgia Democratic primary of July 1946,

which the Supreme Court opened to African Americans

for the first time, Mankin outpolled her opponent, James

C. Davis, by more than 11,000 votes.10 But to offset the

African-American vote, state officials, unhappy with

Mankin's liberal voting record, revived Georgia's county

unit system, which had been out of use in the district since

1932. Designed to favor rural precincts and to mitigate the

urban vote by awarding the winner of the popular vote 

in each county a designated amount of unit votes, it 

was employed—as a former Georgia Representative

observed—“to beat Mrs. Mankin, nothing else.”11 The

strategy also gave Talmadge, a leading spokesman of

white supremacy in the South, a large lead over Governor

Ellis Arnall's endorsed candidate, James Carmichael, in

the gubernatorial primary—despite the fact that more than

100,000 African Americans went to the polls.12 Mankin

received six unit votes for carrying Fulton County

(encompassing much of Atlanta's suburbs), while Davis

received eight for carrying two less-populous counties. 

Citing her popular mandate, Mankin declared her

intention to run as an independent in the general election.

She refused to allow “anybody [to] frisk me out of my vic-

tory.”13 A special three-judge tribunal in the U.S. District

Court in Atlanta upheld the unit system and rejected the

Congresswoman's petition to annul the primary results.14

of freight rates, which varied greatly from section to 

section of the country and which she believed inhibited

southern industry and agriculture. She also used these

opportunities to criticize her leading opponent, Thomas

Camp, the handpicked successor of Ramspeck, warning

voters that Camp was a “railroad employee” and therefore

a part of the conspiracy to keep the people of Georgia

trapped in poverty. Pledging to support price controls,

federal housing programs, and federal aid to education,

Mankin won the backing of Governor Arnall, women's

groups, and the Congress of Industrial Organizations

(CIO). 3 Her determination to pursue voting reforms,

seen in her support for a constitutional amendment to

abolish the poll tax, earned her the solid backing of

African Americans.4 This bloc of voters was barred 

from primaries, but not from special elections, and black

voters helped Mankin prevail on February 12, 1946.

Trailing Camp until the reporting of the final precinct 

tallies from the predominantly black Ashby Street,

Mankin ended up winning the election by nearly 800

votes. Of the 1,039 registered voters in the African-

American neighborhood, 963 cast their vote for Mankin.5

The African-American Atlanta Daily World newspaper

noted that the election marked the first time in Atlanta

history that blacks served as precinct managers and clerks

in a congressional contest.

Mankin's election sent shock waves through segrega-

tionist Georgia. Her coalition of minority voters and

white liberals caused great unease in the state. When

Eugene Talmadge came out of political retirement that

fall to run for re-election as governor of Georgia, he

inveighed against “the spectacle of Atlanta Negroes 

sending a Congresswoman to Washington.”6 During his

campaign, he mocked Mankin, nicknaming her the “Belle

of Ashby Street.” Rather than retaliating, the Congress-

woman adopted the title as a point of pride, as if she had

invented the name herself.7

During her short term on the Hill, Mankin championed

reform in Georgia politics and looked to give African

Americans a greater voice in their government. She served

on four committees—Civil Service, Claims, Elections,
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for further reading

Biographical Directory of the United States Congress, “Helen

Douglas Mankin,” http://bioguide.congress.gov

Spritzer, Lorraine Nelson. The Belle of Ashby Street: Helen

Douglas Mankin and Georgia Politics (Athens: University of

Georgia Press, 1982).

manuscript collections

Emory University (Atlanta, GA), Special Collections

Department, Robert W. Woodruff Library. Papers: In the

James C. Davis Papers, 1937–1966, 217 feet. The campaign

series (approximately 10 feet, ca. 1946–1962) includes

materials (correspondence, clippings, printed matter,

sound recordings) on the race between James C. Davis 

and Helen Mankin.

Georgia State University Library (Atlanta, GA), 

Special Collections & Archives. Papers: In the Georgia

Government Documentation Project, 1946–1948, amount

unknown. The project includes a series of interviews con-

ducted by Lorraine Nelson in preparation of her book on

Helen Douglas Mankin, The Belle of Ashby Street. A find-

ing aid is available in the repository and online.

Mankin appealed the decision while Governor Arnall and

Georgia Democratic Executive Committee members loyal

to him made the unprecedented move of putting Mankin's

name on the ballot as a Democrat alongside Davis's. But

Mankin suffered from a series of setbacks in October

1946. First, after Talmadge won official confirmation as

the Democratic gubernatorial nominee at the October 9

party convention, he wrested control of the executive

committee from Arnall and promptly acted to remove

Mankin's name from the ballot, an effort that succeeded

just fours days before the election.15 The Georgia state

democratic convention approved a plan to create an all-

white primary to exclude blacks from future nomination

processes.16 On October 29, in a 6–3 decision, the U.S.

Supreme Court upheld the Georgia unit rule, dimming

Mankin's prospects.17 She remained in the race as a write-

in candidate, despite threats from white supremacy groups

and reports of voting fraud. She won 38 percent of the

vote but lost by a margin of almost 12,000 votes to Davis.

When she challenged the election results before the

House Administration Committee's Subcommittee on

Privileges and Elections, the subcommittee rejected her

charges.18 Bitterly disappointed when she realized she had

no further legal recourse to contest the election, Mankin

angrily commented, “I was written in and counted out,

they stole my seat in Congress.”19

Mankin mounted one more challenge to Davis in the

1948 election. But by that time, as a proponent of civil

rights reforms, she had become a magnet for southern

segregationist anger. She lost by a wide margin in the

Democratic primary. Mankin returned to her law practice

and waged a fight against the county unit system. When

she initiated a federal suit (South v. Peters), the U.S. District

Court in Atlanta ruled against her, and the decision was

upheld by the U.S. Supreme Court, which would not rule

the practice unconstitutional until 1962. She nonetheless

remained active politically, volunteering on the presiden-

tial campaign of Adlai Stevenson in 1952. On July 25,

1956, Mankin died in College Park, Georgia, from

injuries sustained in an automobile accident. 
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State officials, unhappy with

Mankin’s liberal voting record,

revived Georgia’s county unit

system, which had been out of

use in the district since 1932.

Designed to favor rural

precincts and to mitigate the

urban vote . . . it was employed—

as a former Georgia

Representative observed—“to

beat Mrs. Mankin, nothing else.”
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Following Congressman Burgin's death, North Carolina

Democratic Party leaders began the search for a successor.

Unlike most other southern states during that era, North

Carolina was not a one-party state. While the congressional

delegation remained solidly Democratic, an active

Republican Party had its stronghold in the western pied-

mont of the state. It had been key when the state voted 

for the GOP presidential candidate, Herbert Hoover, 

in 1928.2 Preparing for the 1946 elections, Republicans

hoped to capitalize on voter discontent with the Harry S.

Truman administration's postwar economic policies. 

Eliza Jane Pratt had built-in advantages in the scramble

for the Democratic nomination, primarily her strong base

in the district. Pratt's hometown, Lexington, was located

in a narrow band in the oddly shaped district stretching

south to northwest between Charlotte and Greensboro.

After working 22 years for four successive Congressmen,

she knew the needs of the constituency better than any of

her challengers and voters knew her. In a special meeting

held in Troy to nominate a candidate, Pratt's supporters

pushed her name against six other candidates. Though

Pratt was ill with the flu and unable to make her own case,

the North Carolina Democratic Party executive commit-

tee debated only 30 minutes before nominating her for the

remainder of Congressman Burgin's term in the 79th

Congress (1945–1947).3 Following a five-week campaign

in which she paid all her own expenses, Pratt won a lop-

sided victory over Republican candidate, lumberman H.

Frank Hulin of Lexington, on May 25, 1946, to fill the

remainder of Burgin's term. Pratt tallied 31,058 votes 

to Hulin's 8,017—for an 80 percent margin of victory, a

percentage well above that of Burgin in any of his four

election campaigns.4 

longtime House legislative aide for a string 

of Congressmen from a south-central North

Carolina district, Eliza Pratt developed a rap-

port with voters and knowledge of legislative interests 

in the district that eventually exceeded that of most other

local politicians. When her boss, Congressman William

O. Burgin, died in April 1946, Pratt seemed a natural

choice to succeed him. Her election a month later, by a 

far wider margin than any of her predecessor's victories,

made Pratt the first woman to represent her home state 

in Congress. 

She was born Eliza Jane Pratt in Morven, North

Carolina, on March 5, 1902, one of seven children of

James Pratt and Lena Little Pratt. James Pratt was a 

merchant and farmer who instilled in Eliza a passion for

gardening. She enrolled at Queens College in Charlotte,

North Carolina, planning to study music, but she left

school to seek employment after her father's health failed.

She later attended Kings Business College in Charlotte

and Temple Secretarial School in Washington, D.C.1

Pratt never married and raised no children. She became

editor of the Montgomerian (Troy, North Carolina) news-

paper in 1923. In 1924 she resigned her position to accept

an offer to serve in Washington, D.C., as an administrative

assistant to North Carolina Congressman William C.

Hammer, who represented a large swath in the southwest-

ern part of the state. When Hammer died in 1930, Pratt

went on to work for a succession of North Carolina

Representatives from the same district: Hinton James, 

J. Walter Lambeth, and William O. Burgin. During the

1930s and 1940s, Pratt was active in various clubs and

social programs for North Carolinians who worked on

Capitol Hill. 
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Library of Congress, from 1954 to 1956. She returned 

to Capitol Hill as a secretary to Representative Alvin P.

Kitchin, serving her former district, from 1957 to 1962.

Afterward, she resettled in North Carolina and worked 

as a public relations executive for the North Carolina

Telephone Company. Reflecting on the role of women 

in North Carolina politics, Pratt later found reason for

hope. “The men here were slow to accept suffrage, and 

the majority have not yet fully recognized women as equal

political partners,” she said. “But, looking back, I can

remember the time when only a handful of women would

turn out for a rally. Now they sometimes outnumber the

men. And they work as regular members of a campaign

organization. Unfortunately, when a campaign ends, they

are all too often relegated to their former roles as second-

class politicians.”9 She resided in Wadesboro, North

Carolina, until her death in Charlotte on May 13, 1981.

It was an impressive but temporary triumph. A nearby

newspaper, the Greensboro Record, seemed to sum up expec-

tations when, in explaining her special election, the editors

remarked that in the fall elections “the man to fill the 

post for the regular congressional term will be chosen.”5

Charlotte Observer Washington correspondent Red Buck

Bryant, who understood Pratt's special qualifications,

saw things somewhat differently. “With her background

and training,” Bryant wrote, “Miss Pratt would make a

worthy Congressman for years instead of a few months.”

While Pratt had the experience, she later observed that

she had little money to mount political campaigns.6

Moreover, the party had settled on its preferred candidate

for the full term in the 80th Congress (1947–1949). On 

the day Pratt won the special election, Charles B. Deane

of Rockingham secured the Democratic nomination by a

slender margin against another male candidate. Pratt was

not a candidate in that race. In the fall elections, Deane

(compiler of the Congressional Directory) survived a strong

effort by GOP candidate Joseph H. Wicker, Sr., winning

by a margin of 54 to 46 percent.7

Pratt became the first woman to represent North

Carolina when she took the oath of office on June 3, 

1946, escorted by Members of the state delegation into the

House Chamber. Three of her sisters looked on as House

Speaker Sam Rayburn of Texas administered the oath.8

Congresswoman Pratt was appointed to three committees:

Pensions, Territories, and Flood Control. Her work as a

longtime congressional aide gave her an intimate knowledge

of pending legislation and taught her to manage her office

and efficiently handle constituent requests. During the

brief eight weeks that the House was in session during 

her term (Congress recessed on August 2), Pratt made 

no floor speeches and introduced no bills. 

Pratt retired from Congress on January 3, 1947, 

but remained close to the capital scene for more than a

decade after leaving Congress. She worked in Washington

for several federal agencies. From 1947 to 1951, she was

employed in the Office of Alien Property. She later served

in the Agriculture Department, from 1951 to 1954, and the
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After her children were grown, Lusk turned her sights on

improving education on the national level. In 1944, she

served as a delegate to the White House Conference on

Rural Education. 

Georgia Lusk's political zeal led her to seek one of

two At-Large seats in the U.S. House of Representatives,

left open after Congressman Clinton Anderson resigned

his seat when appointed Secretary of Agriculture in 1946.

In the June primary, she led six other candidates, barely

beating popular Lieutenant Governor J.B. Jones by fewer

than 300 votes.2 In the general election, she garnered

more statewide votes than the well-seasoned incumbent

candidate, Congressman Antonio Fernandez, the other

At-Large winner. In an election where the Republicans

gained 55 seats and took control of the House of

Representatives, Lusk, a staunch Democrat, also bucked

a Republican trend when she took her seat in the 80th

Congress in January 1947.3 She was one of seven women

elected to that Congress.

Like any typical freshman, Lusk defended the interests

of her constituents, weighing in on debates concerning

copper mining and national policy on the maintenance 

of arid land, both economic concerns for New Mexico

voters.4 However, her background as a teacher and super-

intendent inspired Lusk to use her national office to 

promote educational measures. She supported the estab-

lishment of a Cabinet-level department of education,

remarking that, “If it's important for the government 

to give financial assistance to transportation, why not to

education?”5 In June, 1947, she lent her support to a bill

necessitating the foreign broadcast of pro-American mes-

sages via “Voice of America” radio programs. Although

opponents during the early Cold War Era were concerned

eorgia Lee Lusk was the first woman elected to

the United States Congress from New Mexico.

Representative Lusk entered the 80th Congress

(1947–1949) determined to improve the education system,

but as the mother of three World War II servicemen, one

of whom was killed in action, she also fought for

increased benefits for returning war veterans and support-

ed the foreign policy of the Harry S. Truman administra-

tion.

On May 12, 1893, Georgia Lee Witt was born to

George and Mary Isabel Witt in Carlsbad, New Mexico.

In 1914, Georgia graduated from New Mexico State

Teacher's College after also attending New Mexico

Highlands University and Colorado State Teacher's

College. She worked as a teacher for a year before marry-

ing Dolph Lusk, a cattleman, in 1915. Dolph Lusk died 

in 1919, leaving Georgia with three young sons. While

also running the family ranch, the young widow resumed

her teaching career to support her family. In 1924, Lusk

became school superintendent of Lea County, New Mexico.

After an unsuccessful bid in 1928, she was elected state

superintendent of public instruction in 1930, serving until

1935. A year later, she took on the superintendent position

for rural Guadalupe County, before serving as New

Mexico state superintendent again from 1944 until 1947.

During her long tenure in school administration, Lusk

often witnessed discouraging circumstances in New

Mexico classrooms, such as severe book shortages and

schoolroom overcrowding. A shrewd administrator, she

found state funding, even during the Depression, to

improve school conditions. Her eight years of leadership

as state superintendent moved New Mexico from near the

bottom of the nationwide school financing list to the top.1
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worked closely with Republican Congresswoman Edith

Nourse Rogers to obtain many of these increased benefits.

Despite cooperating with Rogers on veterans' benefits,

Lusk maintained her Democratic loyalties. She was a

staunch backer of the Truman administration's foreign

policy proposals, voting in favor of financial and military

aid for governments in Greece and Turkey and endorsing

universal military training (UMT). Lusk saw UMT as an

insurance policy on the country's future, disagreeing with

critics that training all young men for combat was an act

of aggression. She stressed the educational component of

UMT, claiming that it would teach discipline and fight

provincialism, as it would allow young men to interact

with others from different parts of the country.10 Lusk

supported the majority of the Truman administration's

domestic programs, most significantly backing the

President's unpopular opposition to income tax reduction.

She turned away from President Truman, however, when

she voted in favor of the Taft–Hartley Act, a piece of anti-

labor legislation, which passed over the President's veto. 

In the June 1948 Democratic primary, Georgia Lusk

sought renomination for her At-Large seat but fell short

in a three-way election split. Winner and former Governor

John E. Miles, also an education reformer, went on to win

the general election, serving one term in the 81st Congress

(1949–1951).11 Incumbent colleague, Congressman Antonio

Fernandez, won back his seat, to take the other At-Large

bid. Lusk's loss was by a narrow margin of only 2,451

votes, and rumors of an illegal move by a political

about the reception of such “propaganda” broadcasts in

budding communist regimes, Lusk argued that this plan

was a peaceful form of education and outreach to other

nations. Lusk also backed federal aid to education,

including support for funding hot lunch programs in

schools and defending teachers against salary cuts pro-

posed by Governor Thomas E. Dewey of New York, the

Republican presidential candidate in 1948.6

Georgia Lusk's support for educational measures was

second only to her concern for veterans' benefits and civil

defense. Lusk's sons—Virgil, Morgan, and Thomas

Eugene—served in World War II; Virgil, a fighter pilot,

was killed in action in North Africa.7 Because of her

experience as the mother of veterans, Lusk was appointed

to the Veterans' Affairs Committee. She took her role on

this committee very seriously, believing that with the

recent end of hostilities, the Veterans' Affairs Committee

would likely touch more American lives than any other

committee in Congress.8 Lusk introduced several bills

increasing the benefits provided by the 1944 Servicemen's

Readjustment Act, popularly known as the G.I. Bill of

Rights. Her legislation specifically called for a larger

stipend for students under the bill's jurisdiction, benefits

for widows and dependents of servicemen who were

killed or wounded in battle, and better housing benefits

for returning veterans to accommodate the increased cost

of living.9 Lusk also supported legislation to increase

retirement benefits for servicemen and to provide on-the-

job training to veterans returning to civilian life. Lusk
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machine-backed candidate led her to weigh demanding 

a recount.12 Lusk declined a recount, however, citing the

financial obligation of the process, and later quipped, “I

thought they'd only say ‘a woman can't take a lickin.'”13

In September 1949, President Truman appointed her to

the War Claims Commission, where she served with other

Democratic appointees until their dismissal by President

Eisenhower in 1953. Lusk returned to Albuquerque and

continued her crusade for education, serving again as the

state superintendent of public schools. Lusk retired from

public service in 1960. She died on January 15, 1971, in

Albuquerque, New Mexico. 
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into politics (in Congress, she would vote for the 22nd

Amendment, which limited Presidents to a maximum 

of two terms in office).2 In 1942 she lost her bid for the

Republican nomination to the state assembly, but that

only seemed to provide motivation. St. George recalled

that “a politician ought to know how it feels to be

licked.”3 That fall she chaired the Orange County 

campaign committee and worked for the successful 

re-election of longtime New York Representative

Hamilton Fish.

Congressman Fish's political misfortune spurred St.

George to run for a seat in the U.S. House. In 1944, the

isolationist Congressman lost his seat, representing a

vast district in the Hudson River Valley north of New

York City, to Augustus W. Bennet, a Republican who had

lost to Fish in the primary but then ran successfully on

the Democratic and American Labor Party ticket in the 

general election. On April 1, 1945, St. George decided 

to face Bennet in the 1946 Republican primary. She cam-

paigned for 14 months, giving speeches and courting the

Republican establishment. She campaigned on a labor-

oriented platform: promising jobs for returning veterans,

meeting farmers' agricultural needs, and preserving

labor's gains during the New Deal. The “ultimate goal”

seemed to be to make the system so bountiful as to make,

in St. George's words, “every union member a capitalist.”4

With the strong support of Fish, St. George defeated

Bennet in the primary and, with 60 percent of the vote 

in the general election, dispatched Democrat James K.

Welsh.5 Though she faced significant primary opposi-

tion again in 1948, St. George won another eight terms

without being seriously challenged, despite the fact 

that her district was twice redrawn, in 1952 and 1962. 

orn to privilege, Katharine St. George became

involved in the family business—politics. During

her 18 years in the House, she rose into the GOP

leadership because of her fiscal conservatism and com-

mitment to limiting the size of government, two beliefs

that distinguished her from her famous cousin, President

Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Though she spurned the 

feminist label, St. George became an outspoken advocate

for women's economic equality, coining the phrase 

“equal pay for equal work.”

Katharine Delano Price Collier was born on July 12,

1894, in Bridgnorth, England, one of four children born

to Price Collier, an Iowa-born Unitarian minister and later

the European editor of Forum magazine, and Katharine

Delano, an aunt of Franklin Delano Roosevelt. When she

was just a toddler, her family moved to Tuxedo Park, New

York, a posh haven for millionaires located northwest of

the city. At age 11, Collier returned to Europe, where she

was schooled in France, Switzerland, and Germany.1 In

April 1917, Katharine Collier married George St. George

who, by 1919, operated a wholesale coal brokerage on

Wall Street. The couple had one daughter, Priscilla.

Katharine St. George opened and managed a highly suc-

cessful kennel business that bred setters and pointers. 

St. George also was active in civic affairs as a longtime

chair of the area's Red Cross chapter, a town board 

member from 1926 to 1949, and a member of the local

education board from 1926 to 1946. St. George, who also

had been a member of the Republican county committee

in the 1920s, distanced herself from Republican politics

during President Franklin Roosevelt's first two terms

out of deference to her cousin. She opposed his third

term in 1940, however, and that break marked her reentry
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Foreign Affairs, St. George turned him down. Noting that

he had little background for it, she instead placed him on

the Judiciary Committee, where eventually he oversaw

much of the civil rights legislation of the period. “You

know what you'd be if you go on Foreign Affairs?” St.

George told Lindsay. “You'd just be a cookie-pusher

around Washington cocktail parties. You're a lawyer. Now

go on a good committee where you can do something.”6

After his service in the House, Lindsay was elected mayor

of New York City. St. George also served as a regional

whip, tracking votes for Republican legislation.7 She rev-

eled in her congressional service, once telling a colleague,

“It is the only place on earth where neither wealth nor

parentage counts for anything. . . . You may inherit your

father's seat . . . but you do not inherit his position in the

House of Representatives. You earn it on your own.”8

Though St. George did not embrace the feminist label,

she became a champion of two decidedly reformist causes—

equal rights and equal pay for women. Women's rights

were the one area in which she dissented from her GOP 

colleagues. She was unable in 1950 to convince the Judiciary

Committee to report out to the full House a proposed

Equal Rights Amendment (ERA). She also failed in her

attempt to get 218 signatures from House Members on a

discharge petition that would have brought the bill to the

floor. At the core of her work on this issue was an abiding

conviction that if women were to achieve equality and fully

participate in American society, they needed a base of eco-

nomic strength. St. George persevered, and her 1959 pro-

posal to outlaw sex discrimination in the payment of wages

became law in the form of the Equal Pay Act of 1963.

“What you might mean by ‘equal rights' might be totally

different to what I believe is ‘equal rights,'” St. George said.

“I always felt . . . women were discriminated against in

employment . . . I think women are quite capable of holding

their own if they're given the opportunity. What I wanted

them to have was the opportunity.”9 In 1964, she joined

ranks with other women lawmakers, led by Democrat

Martha Griffiths of Michigan, to demand inclusion of 

a “sexual discrimination” clause in Title VII of the Civil

Rights Act. “We are entitled to this little crumb of equality,”

During her 18-year tenure, she served on the Committee

on Post Office and Civil Service, the Committee on

Government Operations, and the influential Committee

on Armed Services. St. George later claimed that the Post

Office and Civil Service assignment was a key one for her,

because it allowed her to bring high-profile projects to her

district that would benefit her constituents. She also served

as president of the American delegation to the Inter-

Parliamentary Union. In 1961, as a reward for her seniority

and fidelity to the party, the Republican leadership made

St. George the first woman to serve on the powerful House

Rules Committee, which prioritizes bills that come to the

floor and sets the conditions of debate.

Congresswoman St. George had a keen interest in for-

eign affairs and was more of an internationalist than her

predecessor. But she realized that her district, with pockets

of wealthy communities surrounded by dairy farming

counties, had been isolationist for generations and had little

interest in overseas policies. Therefore, as a junior Member

she focused on local needs. Only later, after she had seniority,

did she attend to national issues. In May 1953, as chair of a

Post Office and Civil Service subcommittee, she proposed

legislation to grant the Postmaster General, rather than

Congress, authority to increase postal rates. In a legislative

effort important to local dairy farmers, she authored bills to

allow the Defense Department to use surplus butter in mil-

itary food rations and to limit reductions in dairy price

controls. St. George also wrote legislation to establish a

federal safety division in the Labor Department, to supply

a code of ethics for government service, and to prohibit

payment of Veterans' Administration benefits to persons

belonging to groups advocating the overthrow of the 

U.S. government. 

Representative St. George's seniority gave her a promi-

nent position in the party hierarchy: She earned seats on 

the Republican Policy Committee and the Committee 

on Committees, which determined assignments for

Republicans. As her state's representative on the commit-

tee, St. George was responsible for committee assignments

to Republican Members from New York. Once, when New

York Representative John Lindsay requested a post on
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St. George told male colleagues in a floor speech. “The

addition of that little, terrifying word ‘s-e-x' will not hurt

this legislation in any way. In fact, it will improve it. It will

make it comprehensive. It will make it logical. It will make

it right.”10

St. George's traditional notions about women's place

at home became magnified as she witnessed the radicaliza-

tion of the feminist movement of the 1960s. Her early

work on legislation calling for an end to discrimination in

the workplace and equality under the law appeared incon-

gruous with her later statements about women's role in

society. She once told a reporter, “A good mother at home

is twice as effective as one at a meeting.” She also discour-

aged women from running for federal office, noting that in

any circumstance politics “should certainly not be under-

taken until her children are grown.”11

In her 1964 election bid for a 10th consecutive term,

St. George ran into a problem that plagued many Repub-

licans. GOP presidential candidate Barry Goldwater 

had a polarizing effect on the electorate with his pro-war,

arch-conservative platform. Nevertheless, she campaigned

actively for Goldwater in her district, more so than for her

own re-election.12 President Lyndon B. Johnson crushed

Goldwater in the general election winning by more than 15

million votes. The New York Republican Party suffered

tremendously, losing eight incumbents in the state delega-

tion.13 St. George was one of those political casualties, los-

ing a narrow race to previously unknown liberal Democrat

John G. Dow by about 6,000 votes out of 188,000 cast

(52.5 percent to 48.5 percent). “I was under a mistaken

idea that my situation was pretty well established,” St.

George recalled.14 At age 68 she returned to Tuxedo Park,

where she remained active in local politics as chair of the

Republican town committee. Katharine St. George died in

Tuxedo Park on May 2, 1983.
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specialized in women's and children's issues, and was 

her husband's most trusted adviser. She was a member 

of the Hand County (SD) child welfare commission. 

The Bushfields' political ideologies were closely aligned.2

While governor, Harlan Bushfield reformed the state 

tax laws and sought to keep government small. A strong

believer in small and decentralized government, Governor

Bushfield cut the state budget by a quarter and put South

Dakota on a pay-as-you-go basis.3 The couple gained

national recognition when Harlan Bushfield was nomi-

nated as a GOP presidential candidate during the 1940

Republican National Convention. Wendell Willkie even-

tually won the nomination.

In early 1948, Harlan Bushfield announced that due to

ill health, he would not seek re-election.4 On September

27, 1948, with Congress out of session, he passed away.

The Republican Governor of South Dakota, George T.

Mickleson, appointed Vera Bushfield to fill her husband's

unexpired term on October 6 to “permit the late Harlan 

J. Bushfield's office to function normally and without

interruption.” Mickleson added that the appointment 

was made “with the understanding that shortly before the

80th Congress reconvenes [Vera Bushfield] will resign.”5

Earlier in the year Karl E. Mundt, a five-term U.S.

Representative, won the Republican nomination for the

full term, beginning in the 81st Congress (1949–1951).6

Vera Bushfield's qualifications as a political adviser to

a prominent politician put her in good stead to tend to the

needs of the people of her state. With the Senate in tem-

porary recess, she chose to remain in South Dakota with 

a small staff in Pierre rather than relocate to Washington,

D.C., for what she knew would be an abbreviated term.

She noted that “I can serve the constituency best by making

era Bushfield's brief Senate service in the autumn

of 1948 never brought her to the Capitol, where

the 80th Congress (1947–1949) had recessed for 

the general elections. Instead, she stayed in her native

South Dakota tending to constituent services after being

appointed to the final weeks of the term of her late hus-

band, Harlan J. Bushfield.

Vera Sarah Cahalan was born in Miller, South Dakota,

on August 9, 1889, the year the state was admitted to the

Union. Her parents, Maurice Francis Cahalan and Mary

Ellen Conners Cahalan, were farmers who had recently

resettled from Iowa. They raised three daughters and a

son. Vera Cahalan grew up in Miller, attended the public

schools, and, in 1912, graduated with a degree in domestic

science from Stout Institute in Menominee, Wisconsin.

She later attended Dakota Wesleyan University and the

University of Minnesota. On April 15, 1912, Vera Cahalan

married Harlan J. Bushfield, a lawyer born and raised in

Miller. The Bushfields had three children: Mary, John,

and Harlan, Jr. 

Harlan Bushfield became involved in state politics and

eventually chaired the South Dakota GOP, guiding it into

Alf Landon's win column during the 1936 presidential

election. He later served as governor of South Dakota

from 1939 to 1943. Elected to the U.S. Senate in November

1942, Bushfield served on the Rules and Finance commit-

tees, as well as the District of Columbia, the Agriculture

and Forestry, and the Indian Affairs committees. Bushfield

earned a reputation as a leading isolationist and an out-

spoken opponent of President Franklin Roosevelt's New

Deal programs.1

During her husband's political career, Vera Bushfield

became a noted speaker throughout South Dakota, 
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“On many occasions a woman is

more conscious of the pulse of

the people than a man. she has

a better understanding of

what life in the home is like.

She is closer to the youth.

With intelligence and effort,

she can easily learn the

fundamentals of government,

especially nowadays when

education is available to

anyone who has the ambition

to pursue it.”

—Vera Bushfield, 1971
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myself as accessible as possible,” but reportedly admitted

that she had more interest in her grandchildren than in

“political oratory.”7 Senator Bushfield received no com-

mittee assignments and made no floor speeches. She 

was not even sworn in to office in a traditional Senate

Chamber ceremony.

When the Senate reconvened late in the year, Vera

Bushfield tendered her resignation, effective December

26, 1948, to give a seniority edge to Senator-elect Mundt.

She retired to her family and grandchildren and never

sought elective office again. Asked years later about the

role of women in politics, she observed that women in

public service had inherent advantages over men. “On

many occasions a woman is more conscious of the pulse 

of the people than a man,” Bushfield explained in 1971.

“She has a better understanding of what life in the home 

is like. She is closer to the youth. With intelligence and

effort, she can easily learn the fundamentals of govern-

ment, especially nowadays when education is available to

anyone who has the ambition to pursue it. More than ever

the political odds are in a woman's favor.”8 Vera Bushfield

died in Fort Collins, Colorado, on April 16, 1976.





because a country is no better than its laws.”5 In 1932, she

became the first woman to serve in the state legislature

when she was elected as a Democrat to the Utah house of

representatives from a rural district.6 She won re-election

in 1934, this time from Salt Lake City, where she and her

husband had moved their law practice. Bosone rose quickly

to the majority party floor leader's post and chair of the

sifting committee, which controlled the flow of bills to 

the floor. She secured passage of a women's and children's

wage and hour law, a child labor amendment to the Utah

constitution, and an unemployment insurance law. In 1936,

she left the legislature and won election as the first woman

to hold a Salt Lake City judgeship. Initially, she held a

post in the traffic court and earned a reputation as a

scrupulous jurist, leveling fines sometimes twice those of

other judges and instituting a thriving traffic school and

programs to treat alcohol abuse. “Repeaters,” Bosone told

the Associated Press, “go to jail.”7 After a year, she took

over the Salt Lake City police court. The city's traffic

accident rates plummeted, and Bosone became a public

favorite and a darling of the press for her tough approach.

She won re-election in 1940 and 1944 and served in that

capacity until her election to Congress. A talented public

speaker, she also hosted a local radio program, “Her

Honor—the Judge.”8 In 1945, Bosone was an official

observer at the United Nations' founding conference at

San Francisco. She also served as the first director of the

Utah state board for education on alcoholism.

In 1948 Bosone challenged one-term incumbent

Republican William A. Dawson for the U.S. congressional

seat encompassing Salt Lake City and a sliver of the state

that ran northwest of the city to the Nevada border. She

recalled phoning the Salt Lake Tribune on impulse from

former Salt Lake City municipal judge and Utah

legislator (the state's first woman to serve in both

capacities), Congresswoman Reva Beck Bosone

blended a jurist's authority and impartiality with a

reformer's commitment to improving people's lives. “Do

right and fear not,” Judge Bosone once advised a group 

of college graduates.1 As a two-term Representative who

specialized in land reclamation, water projects, and the

reform of the Indian Affairs Bureau, she legislated

according to that motto. 

The granddaughter of Danish immigrants and Mormon

pioneers, Reva Beck was born in American Fork, Utah, 

on April 2, 1895, to Christian M. Beck and Zilpha Ann

Chipman Beck, hotel proprietors. Raised in a comfortable

household that encouraged learning, Reva Beck attended

public schools and eventually graduated from Westminster

Junior College in 1917.2 Two years later she received a

Bachelor of Arts degree from the University of California

at Berkeley. Reva Beck married the son of a prominent

Utah politician, but the union soon failed.3 From 1920

until 1927, Beck taught high school English, speech, and

drama in several Utah schools. When she enrolled at the

University of Utah, College of Law, in Salt Lake City, 

she met Joseph P. Bosone. For a brief stint, she taught

English at the university. Reva Beck married Joseph

Bosone in 1929 and, a year later, shortly before the birth

of their only child, a daughter named Zilpha, Reva Beck

Bosone graduated with her L.L.B. The Bosones relocated

to Helper, a coal-mining community in central Utah,

where they opened a law practice together.4

Bosone remembered that the origins of her interest in

political office derived from her mother's admonition: “If

you want to do good, you go where the laws are made
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granted control and management of their affairs. Critics

warned it would repeal vital federal protections for

Native Americans enacted in the 1934 Indian Reorganiza-

tion Act, but the measure still passed the House.13 It

failed, however, to gain Senate approval. 

From her Interior seat, Bosone hoped to promote 

land management, reclamation, and water control efforts

through proposals such as her Small Water Projects Bill,

which would have established a revolving fund to pay for

modest reclamation projects.14 She also helped pass the

Weber Basin Project, which provided water to northern

Utah. In a move unpopular with conservation groups,

Bosone tried to include the proposed Echo Park Dam 

as part of the Colorado River Project, though the plan

eventually was rejected because Dinosaur National

Monument, in the upper reaches of Grand Canyon

National Park, would have been submerged.15 During

Bosone's congressional career, she also aided the unsuc-

cessful effort to build Hell's Canyon Dam on Idaho's

Snake River. In addition, Bosone took an interest in 

overseas territories, supporting Hawaiian and Alaskan

statehood and voting for a Puerto Rican constitution 

in 1952 which contained a controversial provision that 

opponents labeled as socialistic.16

Congresswoman Bosone supported a range of legislation

that did not always accord with her conservative-leaning

Salt Lake constituency. She favored extension of Social

Security and funding for public housing for military 

personnel, as well as the creation of a national healthcare

system.17 Bosone voted against the Subversive Activities

Control and Communist Registration Act, believing the

government had overstepped its bounds. In 1949, she

opposed the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) Act on 

the grounds that it invested too much power in an agency

that operated under minimal congressional oversight.18

While fellow Members feared they would be tarred as

communist sympathizers if they opposed the measure,

Bosone was one of only four ‘No' votes for the bill. She

declared, “I vote my conscience.”19 In December 1950,

weeks after the Chinese intervention in the Korean War,

she argued that mandatory price and wage controls be put

her chambers: “I'm going to have my announcement in the

paper tomorrow. I'm going to run for the U.S. Congress.”9

The campaign cost $1,250 and drew heavily on volunteers,

Utah women's organizations, and several women state

legislators. Dawson had been a member of the Utah 

senate from 1940 to 1944. In 1946, he ran a successful

campaign for Congress as nationwide the GOP gained 

56 seats in the House and took a solid majority. Bosone

ran as a “Fair Deal” Democrat, campaigning with

President Harry S. Truman during his whistle stop train

tour through Utah and broadly supporting his domestic

and foreign policies, especially U.S. involvement in the

United Nations.10 She also took a keen interest in soil

conservation and reclamation, important issues for her

Utah constituency. Enjoying wide name recognition,

Bosone ran ahead of Truman on the ticket, winning 57

percent of the vote and becoming the first woman to 

represent her state in Congress. Nationally, Democrats

regained their House majority. 

When Bosone took her seat in the House for the 81st

Congress (1949–1951) in January 1949, she was offered a

spot on the Judiciary Committee, a plum assignment for

a freshman with her background and a panel on which no

woman had served. But she turned it down and persuaded

reluctant Democratic leaders to put her onto the Public

Lands Committee (later named Interior and Insular

Affairs), a seat more important to her western district.11

In the 82nd Congress (1951–1953), Bosone also served 

on the House Administration Committee.

The bulk of Congresswoman Bosone's legislative 

initiatives came from her Interior and Insular Affairs

assignments on the Public Lands and Indian Affairs 

subcommittees. In April 1950, she introduced a bill 

“to start the wheels turning to take American Indians off

Government wardship.”12 Though unacquainted with the

issue prior to coming to Congress, she was inspired by

Native Americans' testimony before the committee and

several visits to reservations. The measure authorized the

Secretary of the Interior to commission a study to deter-

mine which Native-American tribes should be removed

from under the supervision of the Indian Bureau and
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both chambers of Congress back from the GOP. From

1957 to 1960, Bosone served as legal counsel to the 

Safety and Compensation Subcommittee of the House

Committee on Education and Labor. In 1961, President

Kennedy named Bosone the U.S. Post Office Department's

judicial officer and chair of its contract board of appeals.24

She held these posts until her retirement in January 1968.

Late in life, Bosone lived with her daughter in Vienna,

Virginia, until her death on July 21, 1983.

for further reading

Biographical Directory of the United States Congress, “Reva

Beck Bosone,” http://bioguide.congress.gov

Clopton, Beverly B. Her Honor, the Judge: The Story of Reva

Beck Bosone (Ames: Iowa State University Press, 1980).

manuscript collections

Library of Congress (Washington, D.C.), Manuscript

Division. Oral History: Transcript in the Oral History

Collection of the U.S. Association of Former Members of

Congress. Sound recording in the Library's Motion

Picture, Broadcasting and Recorded Sound Division.

University of Utah Libraries (Salt Lake City, UT),

Special Collections Department. Papers: 1927–1977, 18

feet. Includes correspondence, speeches, articles, autobio-

graphical and biographical material, newspaper clippings,

photographs, and phonograph records of Reva Beck

Bosone. A register is available in the repository.

into place to check the rising cost of groceries and to 

stem inflation.20 Bosone once observed of the role of a

Representative, “the job should be done, whether the

required course of action is popular or not. The biggest

need in politics and government today is for people of

integrity and courage, who will do what they believe is

right and not worry about the political consequences to

themselves.”21

Shifting electoral sands and Bosone's only significant

stumble during two decades of public office conspired 

to bring her House career to a sudden close. In 1950, she

had won a second term by defeating Republican National

Committeewoman and future U.S. Treasurer Ivy Baker

Priest, with 53 percent of the vote. In May 1952, as

Bosone geared up to campaign for a third term in a

“grudge fight” rematch with GOP candidate William

Dawson, reports emerged that she had illegally accepted

$630 in campaign contributions from two staffers.22

Bosone and her aides claimed the contributions were vol-

untary, that Bosone had been unaware of the law, and that

the money was unspent. The Justice Department eventu-

ally cleared Bosone of wrongdoing, but press coverage

proved damaging. Dawson pounced on the allegations of

campaign malfeasance and also implied that Bosone was

sympathetic to communism because of her support for

social welfare programs and her opposition to the CIA

Bill.23 He also benefited from GOP presidential candi-

date Dwight Eisenhower's long coattails. Bosone ran 

better than Democratic presidential candidate Adlai

Stevenson but lost 53 to 47 percent. The entire Utah 

delegation went Republican, and the House swung 

back to GOP control. 

After leaving Congress, Bosone resumed law practice

in Salt Lake City. She hosted a four-day-a-week award-

winning television show, “It's a Woman's World,” which

highlighted topics of interest to women. In 1954, she 

again ran for Congress in her old district, winning the

Democratic primary by a more than 2-to-1 margin. 

She lost, however, in the general election to Dawson, 

57 percent to 43 percent of the vote, despite the fact that

Democrats ran well nationally and wrested control of
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Republican National Speakers Bureau in 1940. From 

1944 to 1959, Harden served as a Republican National

Committeewoman from Indiana. She was an At-Large 

delegate to the Republican National Conventions in 1948,

1952, 1956, and 1968. In 1949, GOP National Chairman

Hugh Scott named Harden to a special steering group to

map Republican strategy in between regular meetings of the

whole committee.3 “I believe that the American people are

basically opposed to the trend our domestic affairs has been

taking,” Harden said, reflecting on 16 years of Democratic

Party rule in the White House. “I am confident that once the

Republican Party advances a concrete program for a revision

of this trend toward socialism, the American people will

rally behind us in overwhelming numbers.”4

When western Indiana GOP Representative Noble J.

Johnson resigned in July 1948 to accept a federal judge-

ship, Harden won the Republican nomination for the 

general election that fall. The vacant seat—which stretched

west of Indianapolis and south to include Terre Haute—

had been held by Johnson since he defeated three-term

Democrat Virginia Jenckes in 1938. Harden's Democratic

opponent, Jack J. O'Grady, had been campaigning a full

three months before she ever entered the race. Despite

years of work behind the scenes in the Republican Party,

Harden was little-known by the public. She decided to

canvass the district in her station wagon on a seven-day-

a-week speaking tour and to buy space on roadside 

billboards.5 Harden stuck to generalities and laid out 

few specific initiatives in her platform. She spoke about

the dangers of communism and the importance of balancing

the federal budget.6 In what proved to be an unusually

close race, Harden prevailed with a margin of just 483

votes out of more than 132,000 cast, with O'Grady taking

ecil M. Harden rose through the ranks of the

Republican Party in her state and nationally

before winning her first campaign for elective

office to the House of Representatives. Harden eventually

served five terms, making her one of the longest-serving

women at the time of her retirement in 1959. “There is 

no game more fascinating, no game more important, than

the great game of politics as we play it here in America,”

Harden said early in her public career. “The more interest

you take in politics, the more you meet your responsibilities

as a citizen.”1

Cecil Murray was born November 21, 1894, in

Covington, Indiana, daughter of Timothy J. Murray, a

real estate broker and longtime local Democratic leader,

and Jennie Clotfelter Murray. She attended public

schools in Covington and entered Indiana University.

Later that year she left to teach school in Troy Township,

Indiana, and in the public schools in Covington. On

December 22, 1914, she married Frost Revere Harden,

who eventually became a Covington automobile dealer.

They had one son, Murray.

Cecil Harden took an active interest in politics after

President Herbert Hoover appointed her husband

postmaster of Covington. A year later, when the new

President, Franklin D. Roosevelt, appointed a Democrat

to the position, she became involved in the local Republican

committee, which often held its meetings in the hall above

her husband's automobile showroom.2 In 1932, Harden

was elected the Republican precinct vice chairman, a

position she held until 1940. In 1938, she won the vice

chairmanship of the Fountain County GOP (which she

held until 1950) and was made vice chair of an Indiana

congressional district. She became a member of the
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is prejudice in varying degrees on the part of men toward

women in high positions of governmental or party authority,”

Harden observed in 1949. But “before we women start

making any real progress in politics, we must somehow

develop a genuine conviction of our own worth to the

world . . . we must feel in our hearts that women are as

competent to assess problems and meet situations as men.”11

Congresswoman Harden represented the district in

much the same manner as Virginia Jenckes had during the

1930s, by paying close attention to its economic needs.

Harden promoted flood control for the Wabash Valley

and secured funding for a dam and recreational facility.

She criticized the Defense Department's 1956 plan to

close the Atomic Energy Commission's heavy water plant

in Dana, Indiana, claiming that 900 people would lose

jobs and be added to her district's already long unem-

ployment rolls. As a member of the Committee on

Expenditures in Executive Departments, she toured mili-

tary supply installations in the U.S. and Asia to study ways

of improving the armed forces' procurement procedures.12

As chair of the Intergovernmental Relations Subcommittee

of the Government Operations Committee, Harden

pushed to have the armed forces and other government

branches stop performing work that could be outsourced

to private companies. All this was related to a bigger push

by the Dwight D. Eisenhower administration to trim the

military budget and the overall federal budget. “The

Department of Defense,” Harden said, echoing a state-

ment by Defense Secretary Charles E. Wilson, “supports

the basic principle that free competitive enterprise should

be fostered by the government.”13 She also authored 

legislation which repealed the excise tax on leather 

goods and took an interest in traffic safety and legislation

to provide for a uniform national system of highway 

signage and signals.14

Like so many other Republican politicians during the

1950s, Harden's political fortunes were hitched to the

wagon of popular war hero and two-term GOP President

Dwight D. “Ike” Eisenhower. As a GOP national commit-

teewoman she had supported Senator Robert Taft of Ohio

for the nomination at the contentious 1952 Republican

his hometown of Terre Haute but Harden winning the sur-

rounding rural counties. A third-party Prohibition candi-

date captured about twice Harden's plurality. In the ensu-

ing four elections, Harden won slightly more comfortable

margins of victory ranging from 52 to 56 percent.7

When Harden was sworn in as a freshman Representative

in January 1949, she was appointed to the Veterans’ 

Affairs Committee. She transferred to the Committee on

Expenditures in Executive Departments (later Government

Operations) in the following term and served on the

Committee on the Post Office and Civil Service in the

83rd through the 85th Congresses (1953–1959). In the

83rd Congress, while the GOP briefly held the majority,

Harden chaired the Inter-Governmental Relations sub-

committee of Government Operations. Her responsibilities

on the Republican National Committee also required a

great deal of travel. In Washington, she took up residence

in the Congressional Hotel (later named the O'Neill

House Office Building), while her husband, Frost,

remained in Covington. Though supportive of his wife's

work, he kept his distance from it. “I have nothing what-

ever to do with my wife's congressional office,” Frost

Harden once told reporters. “I used to dabble in politics

once, myself. When my wife got in, she passed me fast.”8

Harden was an early advocate of women's rights. At 

a time of GOP recriminations over losing the 1948 presi-

dential election, she teamed with Senator Margaret Chase

Smith of Maine and Representative Frances Bolton of

Ohio to criticize the “male dominance” of the Republican

Party. The group proposed a voter education program, and

Harden called for “better salesmanship for Republicanism

and Americanism,” urging the party to promote women's

issues in its future platforms.9 In 1957, along with

Representative Florence Dwyer of New Jersey, Harden

offered a bill to provide equal pay for women, one of a

series of proposals that women had championed starting

with Winifred Stanley of New York in 1943.10 Harden

believed women had an important part to play in politics,

particularly in local organizations and volunteer groups,

which would provide the kind of experience they needed

to move into higher offices. “It cannot be denied that there 
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Convention, but also had played an active part as a 

member of the credentials committee in allowing the pro-

Eisenhower delegates to be seated. She aligned herself

closely with Eisenhower once he took office.15 One political

commentator noted that Harden had come to Congress by

campaigning and assuring her constituents that she “has

always been a forthright woman with a mind of her own.”

The commentator observed that “now all she seems to

want [voters] to know is that she stands all right with the

man in the White House. Ike and his personal popularity

have taken the temper out of her steel.”16

That strategy could cut both ways, as Harden found

out in 1958. The election was something of a referendum

on President Eisenhower's economic policies and an

expression of voter frustration with an economic reces-

sion. Her district, with industry centralized in Terre

Haute, was particularly hard hit by unemployment.

Harden lost her campaign for re-election in a tight race 

to Democrat Fred Wampler, a Terre Haute high school

football coach, who prevailed by little more than two per-

cent of the vote. She was one of seven Indiana Republican

incumbents who lost in a national Democratic sweep

which cost the GOP 47 House seats that fall. Overnight,

Indiana's House delegation swung from a 9–2 GOP

advantage to a 9–2 Democratic advantage. 

Two months after leaving office in January 1959,

Harden was appointed special assistant for women's

affairs to Postmaster General Arthur E. Summerfield 

and served until March 1961.17 In August 1970 President

Richard M. Nixon appointed her to the National Advisory

Committee for the White House Conference on Aging.

Afterward, she retired to her home in Covington. Cecil

Harden died on December 5, 1984, in a nursing home in

Lafayette, Indiana.
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terms on the Democratic executive committee of Kings

County, New York, and joined Steingut as a co-leader of

the 18th assembly district. 

On July 15, 1949, Kings County Democratic leaders

chose Kelly as their nominee to fill the vacancy caused by

the death of Brooklyn-based U.S. Representative Andrew

L. Somers. Local leaders were eager to put a woman on

the ballot. “They felt that this was the time to recognize

the work of women,” Kelly later explained. “I had been a

long time working in the Democratic Party.”3 The district

contained large Catholic and Jewish populations and was

heavily Democratic. Kelly supported President Harry S.

Truman's domestic and foreign policies, pledging to back

U.S. participation in the United Nations as well as contin-

ued financing for the Marshall Plan, aid to Israel, and

entry into NATO.4 On the domestic side, Kelly focused on

issues of interest to women, advocating federal dollars for

the development of childcare centers and an investigation

into high milk prices, as well as her opposition to excise

taxes on cosmetics.5 She defeated her nearest competitor,

Liberal Party candidate Jules Cohen, by a 2–1 margin.6

Kelly became the first Democratic woman to represent

New York City in Congress. From the start, however, she

stressed her credentials as Representative for all district

constituents, not just women. “Please don't describe me 

as attractive,” she chided reporters. “Just say I have com-

mon sense!”7

Upon her arrival in Congress, Kelly sought an assign-

ment on the Foreign Affairs Committee. Kelly's 44 New

York colleagues backed her candidacy to fill a vacancy on

the committee, but prominent figures—Speaker Sam

Rayburn of Texas, former First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt,

and President Truman—asked Kelly to defer that post to

dna Flannery Kelly, a 20-year veteran of the U.S.

House and the first woman to represent Brooklyn,

New York, in Congress, made her mark on the

Foreign Affairs Committee supporting a broad sweep of

American Cold War policies ranging from the creation 

of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) to

intervention in the Vietnamese civil war. As chair of the

Subcommittee on Europe, Congresswoman Kelly took a

hard-line approach to America's rivals in the Kremlin and

in Soviet-sponsored regimes throughout the world. 

Edna Patricia Kathleen Flannery was born on August

20, 1906, in East Hampton, Long Island, New York, the

youngest of five daughters raised by Irish immigrants

Patrick Joseph Flannery, a horticulturalist, and Mary

Ellen McCarthy Flannery. Edna Flannery graduated

from East Hampton High School in 1924 and, in 1928,

received a B.A. in history and economics from Hunter

College in New York City. In the fall of 1928, Edna

Flannery married Edward Leo Kelly, a Brooklyn lawyer.

The couple raised two children, William and Maura.

In January 1942, New York Governor Herbert Lehman

appointed Edward Kelly as a judge on the New York City

court. Less than eight months later, however, Kelly was

killed in an automobile accident.

Only after her husband's death did Edna Kelly seri-

ously consider a career in politics. She had a powerful ally

in Irwin Steingut, then the minority leader in the New

York Assembly and Brooklyn's political boss. Steingut

encouraged her to become active in local political organi-

zations.1 She reorganized the women's auxiliary of the 

ailing Madison Democratic Club and served as a research

director for the New York state legislature from 1943

until 1949.2 In 1944 she was elected to the first of three
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nist positions. In her 1954 campaign, Kelly defeated

Republican Abraham Sher, who campaigned for U.S.

diplomatic recognition of Communist China, with 73 per-

cent of the vote. Two years later, she defeated Sher by a

similar margin.13 In fact, Kelly never faced serious oppo-

sition in the 10 general elections during her two decades in

the House.14 

After she became chair of the Foreign Affairs

Subcommittee on Europe in 1955, Kelly led the first of

five fact-finding missions to Europe and the Middle 

East. Based upon information gleaned from these trips

and from her careful study of postwar Europe, Kelly 

recommended a wide variety of legislation. She was 

particularly successful introducing resolutions deploring

religious persecutions in Eastern Europe. Throughout

the 1950s and 1960s, from the vantage of her committee,

she urged the United States to play a more aggressive role

in mediating Arab–Israeli peace accords through the aegis

of the United Nations, though to little effect. In 1963,

President John F. Kennedy appointed her a member of 

the U.S. delegation to the United Nations, where she

worked closely with her friend U.N. Ambassador Adlai

Stevenson. At the time of her retirement, she was the

third-ranking Member on the Foreign Affairs Committee.

Her sources in Europe were legendary. A colleague

recalled trips with Kelly were “like going abroad with

Mata Hari. She had innumerable contacts . . . that were 

not available at all to the State Department.”15

Kelly's influence even touched on U.S. foreign policy

in East Asia. During a fact-finding trip to Yugoslavia,

Kelly attended a dinner with a senior communist official

who had visited Viet Minh leader Ho Chi Minh (who had

not been seen in public for months). “Oh, you mean my

old friend, Ho? How is he?” Kelly deadpanned, fishing for

information. The Yugoslav official warmed to her and

reported that Ho had been gravely ill for months, infor-

mation which the American government had not been able

to confirm previously.16 Kelly personally knew some of

the principals in the Saigon government waging civil war

with Hanoi during the 1950s. In 1954, she met Ngo Dinh

Diem, the Eisenhower administration's hand-picked

Franklin Roosevelt, Jr. Kelly refused. Ultimately, the

Democratic Caucus of the Ways and Means Committee

controlled the assignments, and that group was dominated

by Kelly supporters. She received the assignment; FDR, Jr.,

got a seat, too, when the committee expanded its roster.8

Kelly served there for her entire House career. She eventu-

ally chaired a special Subcommittee on the Canada–United

States Interparliamentary group and was Secretary of the

House Democratic Caucus. In 1967, she was appointed to

the newly formed Committee on Standards of Official

Conduct and helped draft its procedures.9

Kelly's lasting contributions came in international

affairs. Her first vote in Congress was in favor of a bill 

in early 1950 to increase aid to South Korea. It failed 

by one vote, and Kelly recalled John McCormack of

Massachusetts lamenting, “We're going to resent this

vote.”10 Later that year, North Korean communists invaded

South Korea. Kelly soon established herself as an

implacable foe of communism. In the summer of 1955, 

she visited the ongoing Geneva Peace talks—the first

Soviet-Atlantic Alliance summit of the Cold War—culmi-

nating with a great power meeting that included President

Dwight Eisenhower, Soviet Premier Nikolai Bulganin,

British Prime Minister Anthony Eden, and French

President Edgar Faure. In the midst of the conference,

Kelly confronted Secretary of State John Foster Dulles

about revelations of massive Russian weapons shipments

to Middle Eastern countries. “Mr. Secretary, you leave

this ministers' conference and tell the world what the

Russians are doing,” she demanded. Dulles, no friend of

Moscow, answered curtly, “Edna, you want war?” Kelly

replied, “You're going to get war if you don't do it.”11

On the home front, she supported the House Committee

on Un-American Activities, arguing that it “performed

good service.”12 Among her legislative achievements was

her successful amendment to President Truman's 1952 bill

requesting $7.9 billion in foreign aid, suspending funding

to Communist Yugoslavia. The House also approved her

amendment to the Agricultural Trade Development and

Assistance Act of 1954, which outlawed the sale of surplus

commodities to the Soviet Union or its satellites. 

Voters seemed to agree with her hard-line anti-commu-
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counted when the chips were down in vital areas of the

world.”24 Kelly returned to her home in the Crown

Heights section of Brooklyn and helped coordinate a

Library of Congress oral history project with former U.S.

Representatives. Residing in Brooklyn until 1981, Kelly

suffered a stroke and moved to Alexandria, Virginia, to live

with her daughter. She died there on December 14, 1997. 
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leader in the newly formed Republic of South Vietnam.

She remained an ardent backer of Diem, despite later mis-

givings about corruption within the Saigon government.17

By 1965, two years after Diem was killed in a U.S.-backed

coup, Kelly supported direct American military interven-

tion and remained an unwavering supporter.18

By the 1960s, shifting demographics and the decline 

of the once-powerful New York City Democratic machine

threatened Kelly's safe seat. Political alliances were 

shifting as reformers sought to topple New York City's

entrenched Democratic organization.19 By 1966, Kelly's

pro-Vietnam War position had become controversial

enough to make her a vulnerable incumbent. She narrowly

survived a primary challenge from a Flatbush politician

who attacked her pro-Vietnam votes and what he described

as Kelly's “anti-Israel” position in the Middle East.20 In

the general election, however, Kelly trounced her GOP

opponent and a third-party peace candidate with 73 

percent of the vote.21

The ethnic and racial composition of Representative

Kelly's section of Brooklyn also shifted dramatically.22 By

1968, the New York legislature had folded Kelly's district

into two new ones. A new black majority district, drawing

from the Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood Kelly once

represented, elected Shirley Chisholm, the first African-

American woman to serve in Congress. The other new 

district went to the dean of the New York state delegation

and chair of the Judiciary Committee, Representative

Emanuel Celler, a 45-year House veteran. Rather than

retire, Kelly mounted the first primary challenge against

Celler since he entered Congress in 1923. But with her

power base scattered between the two districts, she

received only 32 percent of the vote, losing by about 

8,500 votes. She later charged that Democratic Party

leaders and Celler supporters tried to intimidate her: 

“It was rougher and dirtier than ever before.”23

When Kelly retired in January 1969, Representative

Mel Laird, a Wisconsin Republican and Secretary-

Designate of Defense, observed that the Congresswoman's

personal “strength” contributed to America “being strong

and being prepared and being willing to stand up and be
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at her husband's request, she made several inspection

tours of Europe. In Washington she served as president

of the Congressional Club, a group of wives and daugh-

ters of Members of Congress, the Cabinet, and the

Supreme Court. But she later recalled that while he was

alive she never seriously considered a political career. 

“My political life was one of adaptation to his life,” Church

observed. Nevertheless, her experience as a congressional

spouse was critical to her later success, making her “a real-

ist as regards the practical operation of Congress.”3

Ralph Church died suddenly of heart failure during a

House committee hearing in March 1950.4 Shortly there-

after, GOP leaders in Illinois persuaded Marguerite

Church to run for her husband's vacant seat. “If a man 

had been nominated and made a mistake, you would have

said he is stupid,” Church said at the time. “If I make a mis-

take, you will say she is a woman. I shall try never to give

you reason to say that.”5 In the general election that fall, 

she defeated Democrat Thomas F. Dolan with 74 percent

of the vote. In her next five re-election bids, she was never

seriously challenged, winning between 66 and 72 percent 

of the vote. “The [local GOP] organization, of course,

never considered anybody else after I got in,” Church

recalled. “They just went along.”6 Much of her success 

was due to her attention to district needs. She returned to

Illinois frequently, opened her home to voters, and person-

ally dictated replies to an average of 600 letters per week.

Her cardinal rule was if anyone came asking for help,

“never let yourself ask, ‘Is he a Republican or a Democrat?'

. . . We never made any political distinction whatsoever,

and I think that was one reason that in the long run people

began to trust me.”7 Church's independence also earned

her the respect of colleagues.8

fter years of assisting the political career of her 

husband, Ralph Church, and working for various

charities, Marguerite Stitt Church won election

to the House of Representatives to succeed Congressman

Church after his death in 1950. Congresswoman Church

sought and gained a seat on the Foreign Affairs Committee,

traveling to more than 40 countries and seeing firsthand

how U.S. foreign aid was employed in them. 

Marguerite Stitt was born in New York City on

September 13, 1892, the daughter of William and Adelaide

Stitt. She developed an interest in foreign countries at an

early age when her parents took her abroad each summer

as a child. She attended St. Agatha School in New York

City and, later, as a member of Phi Beta Kappa, earned an

A.B. in psychology with a minor in economics and sociology

from Wellesley College in 1914. After graduation, she

taught a biblical history course at Wellesley for a year

before enrolling in a masters program in economics and

sociology at Columbia University.1 She completed her

graduate degree in 1917 and worked for a year as a consult-

ing psychologist with the State Charities Aid Association

of New York City. In 1918, she traveled to Chicago and met

Illinois state legislator Ralph Church.2 The couple married

that December and settled in Evanston, Illinois, where they

raised three children: Ralph, William, and Marjory.

Marguerite Church worked in a succession of organizations

devoted to family and children's welfare. In 1934, Ralph

Church was elected to the U.S. House of Representatives

to the first of seven terms in a seat representing the densely

populated suburbs just north of Chicago. Marguerite

embarked with him on investigative trips, making her own

speaking tour on behalf of Republican presidential cam-

paigns in 1940 and 1944. During and after World War II,
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Policy. She was a skeptic of large foreign-aid bills appro-

priated for many of America's Cold War allies in Asia,

the Middle East, and Africa. “The idea that you can win

friends and influence people merely by pouring out mil-

lions—and it's amounted by this time to billions—never

caught my attention or my faith,” she recalled.14 As a

member of the Subcommittee on the Far East and the

Pacific, she traveled widely to witness firsthand the

implementation of American programs. “Some officials

protested that this was no place for a lady,” Church told a

reporter. “I told them I was not a lady. I was a Member of

Congress.”15 In 1959, while Ranking Republican Member

on the Foreign Economic Policy Subcommittee, she

logged more than 40,000 miles in 17 countries.16 Her

experience with a group of tribal women in a remote sub-

Saharan African village shaped her view of how foreign

aid should be targeted. “These women, I found, didn't

want guns; they didn't want atomic plants; they didn't

want navies,” Church said. “They wanted someone who

could show them the next step up from where they were 

to where they'd like to be.”

During the first year of the John F. Kennedy adminis-

tration, that memory factored into her championing of 

the Peace Corps, which sought to provide educational

and technological support to developing countries

through the work of trained college-aged American vol-

unteers.17 During a September 14, 1961, debate, seven-

term Representative H.R. Gross of Iowa launched a 

verbal diatribe against the Peace Corps program. Gross

described it as a “Kiddie Korps,” reminiscent of Hitler's

youth corps in Nazi Germany, and a “utopian brainstorm”

that would exacerbate the U.S. deficit. In response,

Congresswoman Church entered the well of the House

to speak on behalf of the program, recounting her

numerous trips abroad where she had seen foreign-aid

dollars misspent and misdirected in the battle for the

developing world. “Here is something which is aimed

right,” Church told colleagues, “which is American,

which is sacrificial—and which above all can somehow

carry at the human level, to the people of the world, what

they need to know; what it is to be free; what it is to have a

When Church took her seat in the 82nd Congress

(1951–1953), she was assigned to the Committee on

Expenditures in Executive Departments (later

Government Operations), where she chaired a special 

subcommittee investigating President Dwight Eisenhower's

reorganization of the Council of Economic Advisers.9

Church was instrumental in helping to pass recommenda-

tions offered by the Second Hoover Commission on 

efficiency in government.10 In 1957, Church supported the

Civil Rights Bill. She also was one of the first Members

to bring African-American guests into the House dining

room, when she treated six young newsboys to lunch.

Capitol staff told her she would never get through the

door. “Well,” she replied, the boys have worked hard 

selling newspapers “and I certainly do not intend to tell

them they can't luncheon in the dining room of their 

own Capitol.”11 The group ate lunch in the dining room.

Though not “militant about a woman's rights,” Church

supported women's rights legislation, including the

Equal Pay Bill. She encouraged women entering politics

to think of themselves as public servants rather than

advocates of feminism. She believed in “equal protection

under the law for both men and women, period.”12

Church left Government Operations in the 84th

Congress (1955–1957) to focus exclusively on her Foreign

Affairs Committee assignment (which she had received

two years earlier). After winning re-election in 1952, she 

had been offered a spot on the prestigious Appropriations

Committee, where her husband once sat and, in fact, where

only one woman had previously served. The committee

chairman made the offer, but Church declined. “I'm awfully

sorry,” she replied. “I've spent all summer trying to per-

suade people that it would be a loss to the country if they

didn't put me on the Foreign Affairs Committee. That has

become my major interest.” She later claimed that she did

not want to accept an assignment that, she believed, was

made partly as a tribute to her husband.13 She served on

Foreign Affairs until she retired from Congress. 

Church's chief interests and influence flowed from her

work on the Foreign Affairs Committee, where she was

assigned to the Subcommittee on Foreign Economic
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clippings and releases, speeches, and a book relating to a

special political committee. A finding aid is available in

the repository.

Library of Congress (Washington, D.C.), Manuscript

Division. Oral History: Transcript in the Oral History

Collection of the U.S. Association of Former Members 

of Congress. Sound recording in the Library's Motion

Picture, Broadcasting and Recorded Sound Division.
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next step and be able to take it; what it is to have some-

thing to look forward to, in an increase of human dignity

and confidence.” A GOP colleague recalled that Church's

floor speech was critical in persuading a number of

reluctant Republicans to support the measure. “You

quite literally could see people who had been uncertain

or perhaps who had already decided to vote against 

the Peace Corps sit there, listen to her very quietly 

and start to rethink,” Representative Catherine May of

Washington State said.”18 Later that afternoon, the Peace

Corps legislation passed the House by a wide margin,

288 to 97.19

In 1962, as an advocate of mandatory retirement for

Members of Congress and facing reapportionment in 

her district, Church set her own example by retiring at

age 70 after the close of the 87th Congress (1961–1963) 

in January 1963. She worked on behalf of the Republican

presidential campaigns of Barry Goldwater in 1964 and

Richard M. Nixon in 1968. She later served on the boards

of directors for the Girl Scouts of America and the U.S.

Capitol Historical Society. In 1971, President Nixon

selected Church to serve on the planning board for 

the White House Conference on Aging. Marguerite

Church resided in Evanston, Illinois, where she died 

on May 26, 1990.
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re-election to campaign for the governorship, Thompson

entered the race to fill his vacant seat. In the Republican

primary, she topped challenges from the Muskegon

County GOP chairman and a former lieutenant governor,

relying on grass-roots campaigning and her name recogni-

tion from years as a judge. “I started out in my car and

stopped all over, ringing doorbells, visiting business

places, talking with the people on the streets, and addressing

countless gatherings,” Thompson recalled, traveling

around the northwestern Michigan district. “Many of

those whom I met were people I had known when I was

probate judge—I'd handled their estates, helped them

when they wanted to adopt children, or placed young

wards of the court in their homes for boarding.”1 In the

general election, she defeated Democrat Noel P. Fox,

chairman of the state Labor Mediation Board, with 55

percent of the vote in the rural and Republican-leaning

district bordering Lake Michigan. She won comfortable

re-election campaigns in 1952 and 1954 with 60 and 56

percent of the vote, respectively. In the latter campaign,

Thompson turned back a GOP primary challenge from

Robert Engel, son of the former Representative from 

the district.2

When she took her seat in the 82nd Congress (1951–

1953) in January 1951, Thompson won a coveted spot on 

the House Judiciary Committee, becoming the first

woman to serve on that panel. There was initial resistance

to her appointment, but her work as a judge and as chair

of the Michigan prison commission for women, from 1946

to 1950, helped override objections. Admired by colleagues

for her work ethic, she remained on the Judiciary

Committee throughout her House career, serving as 

a member of the subcommittees on Bankruptcy and

uth Thompson, a longtime lawyer and judge,

became the first woman to represent Michigan 

in Congress and the first to serve on the House

Judiciary Committee. Her legislative interests were eclectic,

ranging from a proposal to create a Department of Peace

to the establishment of a congressional Page academy.

Representative Thompson's career ended abruptly

following a contentious fight over the development of a

jet fighter base in her northwestern Michigan district.

Ruth Thompson was the first child born to Thomas

and Bertha Thompson in Whitehall, Michigan, on

September 15, 1887. She attended public schools and 

graduated from the Muskegon Business College in

Muskegon, Michigan, in 1905. Beginning in 1918, she

worked in a law office and studied law in night school 

for six years before she was admitted to the bar in 1924,

becoming the first female lawyer in Muskegon County.

She also served as the registrar of the county's probate

court for 18 years. Thompson was elected judge of 

probate in Muskegon County in 1925, a position she 

held for 12 years. In 1938 she won election to a term in the

Michigan state house of representatives as the state's first

woman legislator. From 1941 to 1942, Thompson worked

for the Social Security Board's Old Age and Survivor's

Insurance Division in Washington, D.C. She then worked

for three years in the Labor Department's Wage and Hour

Division. In 1945, Thompson went to Headquarters

Command of U.S. occupation forces in Frankfurt, 

Germany, and Copenhagen, Denmark, where she worked

on the adjutant general's staff. A year later, she returned 

to private law practice in Michigan.

In 1950, when Michigan's GOP Representative Albert

J. Engel, a 16-year House veteran, declined to run for 
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offer her succinct support for measures introduced by 

the Judiciary Committee. Thompson supported a “sub-

merged lands” bill, which sought to retain state control

from the federal government over coastal waters with oil

and mineral deposits. She argued, in part, that if the states

lost revenue from the development of these deposits, 

a principal revenue source for educational programs

would decline.7 In 1953, based on her own experience in 

an accident with fireworks, she supported a measure by

colleague Marguerite Stitt Church of Illinois seeking to

restrict the sale of out-of-state, “bootleg” fireworks in

jurisdictions in which they were illegal.8 As a member 

of the Judiciary Subcommittee on Immigration and

Naturalization, she supported a 1952 revision of immigra-

tion law that came out of her committee.9

Thompson's congressional career began to unravel

when the Air Force announced that it planned to build a

new fighter-interceptor base outside her district, despite

her private and public protest that Defense Department

officials had originally promised her repeatedly that the

base would be located inside her northwestern Michigan

district. Thompson also revealed that she had been

offered a $1,000 campaign bribe to agree to have the base

built in Cadillac, Michigan, outside her congressional

district. She had informed Harold E. Talbott, the

Secretary of the Air Force, of the bribe and was assured

that Cadillac would not be chosen under any circum-

stances. When that city was named in favor of two others,

Thompson protested vigorously to Carl Vinson of

Georgia, chairman of the House Armed Services

Committee. Vinson sided with the Congresswoman, and

the base was eventually built in Manistee, inside her dis-

trict.10 But the political fallout resulting from the delay

and additional construction costs, which totaled $5 million,

created resentment among Thompson's constituents. In

August 1955 local Democratic leaders drew up a recall

petition against Thompson, charging that she was “jeop-

ardizing the safety of the nation by prolonging the jet base

decision.”11 Though the recall drive failed, it demonstrated

just how much the episode had roiled the district. In the

August 1956 GOP primary, the 70-year-old Thompson

Immigration and Naturalization. In the 84th Congress

(1955–1957), Thompson also was appointed to the Joint

Committee on Immigration and Nationality Policy.

A proponent of limited federal spending, Thompson

opposed much of the Harry S. Truman administration's

domestic program. She voted to curtail housing construc-

tion provided for under the Public Housing Administration,

supported a measure to shrink the size of the federal

workforce, and joined other GOP Congresswomen in 

an effort to publicize how inflation limited the ability of

housewives to buy groceries for their families.3 Thompson

also was a critic of President Truman's foreign policy. 

In the wake of military reverses in the protracted Korean

War, she joined conservative Republicans in calling for

the removal of Secretary of State Dean G. Acheson and,

occasionally, voted against military and economic assis-

tance to Western Europe. In 1953, Thompson proposed

the creation of a Department of Peace, which would be

represented in the presidential Cabinet. She explained,

“All the guns, all the tanks, and all the bombs we are

building during these hectic times are not going to save 

us from our enemies at home or abroad.” As a potential

secretary for the department, Thompson proposed the

evangelist Billy Graham.4

Thompson also played a major role in shaping a

Capitol Hill institution by introducing a bill to establish a

formal academy for House and Senate Pages which would

have provided a central dormitory and adult supervision.

The Pages, a group of about 75 blue-coated teenage boys

who ran errands for Members in the chambers and the

congressional offices, came to Washington on patronage

appointments from around the country. In addition to

their official duties, they took classes at the Library of

Congress. But the Pages were responsible for securing

their own room and board. “A boy 15 years old isn't old

enough to choose his own home and determine his own

hours,” Thompson said.5 The reforms that Thompson

proposed, however, were not enacted for another 30 years.6

Congresswoman Thompson generally preferred com-

mittee work to speechmaking. She spent little time on 

the House Floor and, when she did, it was normally to

290 ★ women in congress



former members |1935–1954 ★ 291

★ ruth thompson ★

notes

1 Hope Chamberlin, A Minority of Members: Women in the U.S. Congress

(New York: Praeger, 1973): 222–225.

2 “Michigan Unions Clash in Primary,” 18 July 1954, New York Times: 37;

“Election Statistics, 1920 to Present,” http://clerk.house.gov/mem-

bers/electionInfo/elections.html.

3 Karen Foerstel, Biographical Dictionary of Congressional Women

(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1999): 268–270; Congressional Record,

House, 82nd Cong., 1st sess. (15 March 1951): 2502; “A Problem for

the Housewife,” 16 March 1951, New York Times: 12.

4 Congressional Record, House, 83rd Cong., 2nd sess. (13 July 1954): 10452.

5 “Rep. Thompson: Proposes Academy for Pages,” 16 February 1954,

Washington Post: 24; “Senate, House Pages Take Dim View of Proposed

Academy for Them,” 23 February 1954, Washington Post: 17; Congressional

Record, House, 83rd Cong., 2nd sess. (16 February 1954): 1850; Donald

Bacon et al., The Encyclopedia of the United States Congress, Vol. 3 (New

York: Simon and Schuster, 1995): 1517–1518.

6 The first girl Page entered service in 1971; the first female House Page

was admitted in 1973. Congressionally operated Page dorms were

opened in the 1980s.

7 Congressional Record, House, 82nd Cong., 1st sess. (27 July 1951): 9096;

Congressional Record, House, 83rd Cong., 1st sess. (30 March 1953):

2505.

8 Congressional Record, House, 83rd Cong., 1st sess. (20 July 1953): 9288.

9 Congressional Record, House, 82nd Cong., 2nd sess. (23 April 1952):

4308.

10 For Thompson's explanation of this tortuous process, see Congressional

Record, House, 84th Cong., 2nd sess. (12 April 1956): 6251–6253.

11 “Recall Move Prompted by Jet Base Row,” 2 August 1955, Washington

Post: 8.

lost narrowly to Robert P. Griffin (who won the general

election and later went on to serve in the U.S. Senate).

After Congress, Thompson returned to Whitehall,

Michigan. She died on April 5, 1970, in Allegan 

County, Michigan. 
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chairman of the Committee on Foreign Affairs.3 She once

described her job on Capitol Hill as “being all things to

all constituents,” a combination of “clergyman, lawyer,

psychiatrist and family friend.”4 Meanwhile, Kee authored

“Washington Tidbits,” a weekly column that was syndi-

cated to West Virginia newspapers. 

John Kee died suddenly on May 8, 1951, during a com-

mittee meeting. Four days later, Elizabeth Kee announced

that she planned to seek nomination to fill her late hus-

band's seat.5 Initially, she was the underdog behind such

powerful politicians as Walter Vergil Ross, who had

served several terms in the West Virginia legislature, 

and Sheriff Cecil Wilson. Party leaders proposed that she

should be retained as a secretary for the eventual nominee,

a suggestion that infuriated her. Her son, James, cam-

paigned heavily with United Mine Workers Association

leaders in the district, convincing them that John Kee 

had several projects developing in Congress and that

Elizabeth Kee could attend to them unlike any outsider.

That strategy worked as the United Mine Workers

Union—a powerhouse in her district which encompassed

seven coal-mining counties and the famous Pocahontas

coal fields—threw its weight behind the widow Kee. She

still faced a formidable challenge from Republican Cyrus

H. Gadd, a Princeton, West Virginia, lawyer. Gadd tried

to turn the campaign into a referendum on the Harry S.

Truman administration, which was at the nadir of its pop-

ularity. Gadd also attacked Kee as being beholden to oil

interests after Oklahoma Senator Robert Kerr, an oilman

and old ally of John Kee's, campaigned for her in the 

district. The Kee campaign turned the table on Gadd,

exposing his major campaign contributors with ties to 

the oil industry. Kee won the July 17, 1951, special election

with a plurality of about 8,500 votes, receiving 58 percent

aude Elizabeth Kee made history as West

Virginia's first woman Member of Congress 

and as a critical part of that state's Kee family

dynasty in the U.S. House, stretching from the start of the

New Deal to the Watergate Era. Succeeding her late hus-

band, John Kee, in 1951, Elizabeth Kee went on to chair the

Veterans' Affairs Subcommittee on Veterans’ Hospitals and

became a leading advocate for the coal-mining industry, a

major employer in her district. When she left Congress in

1965, her son, James, won her seat, accounting for one of a

handful of father-mother-son combinations in Congress.

Maude Etta “Elizabeth” Simpkins was born in Radford,

Virginia, on June 7, 1895, the seventh of 11 children born to

John Jesse Wade Simpkins and Cora French Hall Simpkins.

Her father was a policeman and a railway company employ-

ee before moving into real estate and resettling the family 

in Roanoke, Virginia. Raised in a conservative Republican,

Baptist household, she quickly challenged her parents' 

politics and religion. Her siblings later recalled that she

converted to Catholicism and became a Democrat, “as soon

as she was old enough.”1 She attended the National Business

College and, during World War I, took her first job as a 

secretary for the business office of the Roanoke Times and,

later, as a court reporter for a law firm. Elizabeth Simpkins 

married James Alan Frazier, a railway clerk. They had three

children: Frances, James, and a child who died in infancy.

The marriage soon fell apart, and James Frazier's attorney

during the divorce was John Kee, who fell in love with

Elizabeth. In 1925 she moved to Bluefield and, a year 

later, she married him.2 John Kee was elected to the 73rd

Congress (1933–1935) in the 1932 Roosevelt landslide, as 

a Democrat from a southeastern West Virginia district.

Elizabeth Kee served as his executive secretary throughout

his congressional career, including his service after 1949 as
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two years, she supported $4.4 billion and $5 billion foreign

aid bills.14 Kee would come to question such extravagant

outlays during the Dwight Eisenhower administration, par-

ticularly when economic conditions deteriorated within her

home state. Representative Kee was particularly critical of

proposed tariff reductions, which she feared would affect

her constituents.15

Representing the second largest coal-producing district 

in the country, Kee became a major advocate for coal miners

and related businesses. West Virginia mines accounted for

about one-third of the national output by 1957.16 But the

industry suffered heavily from foreign fossil fuel competition

and, for much of the 1950s, recession plagued the state econ-

omy. Throughout her time in the House, Kee repeatedly

defended U.S. coal operations from foreign energy imports,

particularly “residual” (heating) fuel oil from South America

and natural gas from Canada. “We do not intend to stand

idly by and see American workers thrown out of employ-

ment by unnecessary concessions to foreign countries,” Kee

declared.17 Congresswoman Kee addressed this issue, often

casting it as a threat to U.S. national security because it 

took away American jobs and made the country reliant on

imports of critical materials. “If we are to be prudent in our

efforts to safeguard the basic security of our country, our

own self-preservation, then the Congress of the United

States must, now, face up to its responsibility and pass legis-

lation to protect in a fair and just manner our own basic coal

industry,” she said in a floor speech.18 Still, Kee could do 

little to stanch the flow of foreign oil into the U.S. market.

Kee was successful, however, developing a program of

economic rejuvenation for West Virginia that mirrored the

“Point Four” technological and economic aid that U.S. offi-

cials extended to developing nations.19 Given little support

from the Eisenhower administration, Kee and other Catholic

supporters threw their full weight behind the candidacy of

John F. Kennedy in 1960, playing an influential part in help-

ing Kennedy win the critical West Virginia primary.20

During the first year of the Kennedy administration, Kee's

economic program was adopted as part of the Accelerated

Public Works Act, which sought to head off recession 

by providing federal dollars for public works projects 

in vulnerable districts. The legislation created the Area

of the total.6 She was sworn in to office on July 26, 1951,

becoming the first woman to represent West Virginia in the

U.S. Congress.7

Later that year, Kee announced she would not seek 

re-nomination for the seat, but she reversed herself several

weeks later when a flood of requests convinced her to remain

in Congress.8 In the 1952 general election, she again faced

GOP challenger Cyrus Gadd, dispatching him with a

35,000-vote margin, capturing 64 percent of the total. She

won by a greater plurality than any of her West Virginia

House colleagues. She subsequently was re-elected five

times by sizable majorities, winning her next two campaigns

with more than 60 percent of the vote or more; in 1958, she

was unopposed.9 One local paper's endorsement summed 

up the depth of her support: “it is absolutely unthinkable . . . 

for the voters to even consider anyone else to represent them

than Mrs. Kee. We don't want her to have to waste valuable

time in campaigning, when she could be devoting her energy

and ‘know how' in furthering legislation and certain projects

for the benefit of southern West Virginia.”10 

John Kee had crafted a reputation as a progressive-

liberal Democrat in Congress, and it was a political pattern

that Elizabeth Kee followed.11 Throughout her 14 years in

Congress, she served on the Veterans' Affairs Committee,

eventually chairing the Subcommittee on Veterans' Hospitals.

She also was appointed to the Government Operations

Committee in the 85th through 87th Congresses (1957–1963)

and to the Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs in the

88th Congress (1963–1965). From her Veterans' Affairs seat,

Kee became an advocate on behalf of former servicemen and

servicewomen, noting, “more attention should be devoted 

to the welfare of this country's veterans. . . . You just can't

economize at the expense of the veteran. And I know 

the American people—no matter how much they want

Government spending cut—I know they feel that way.”12

Kee generally was a firm supporter of Cold War foreign

policy. Of her own volition and on her own dime, she toured

seven South American countries in 1952 on a 16,000-mile

trip that, in part, fulfilled one of her husband's aspirations.13

In the 82nd Congress (1951–1953) she voted for an extension

of the Marshall Plan's economic aid program to Europe in

the form of a $7.5 billion assistance package. In the following

294 ★ women in congress



former members |1935–1954 ★ 295

★ maude elizabeth kee ★

notes

1 William H. Hardin, “Elizabeth Kee: West Virginia's First Woman in

Congress,” West Virginia History 45 (1984): 109–123; quotes pp. 109–110.

2 Hardin, “Elizabeth Kee”: 110–111.

3 Ibid.

4 Hope Chamberlin, A Minority of Members: Women in the U.S. Congress

(New York: Praeger, 1973): 226; Genevieve Reynolds, “Congressional

Capers,” 28 August 1949, Washington Post: S3.

5 “Mrs. Kee Willing to Run,” 13 May 1951, New York Times: 61.

6 “Grandmother Runs for Seat in Congress,” 22 July 1951, New York

Times: 45; this is a story on Vera Buchanan in which Kee is mentioned.

See also, Hardin, “Elizabeth Kee”: 109–123; and Michael Dubin et al.,

U.S. Congressional Elections, 1788–1997 (Jefferson, NC: McFarland &

Company, Inc., Publishers, 1998): 585.

7 “Taking Her Husband's Place in Congress,” 27 July 1951, New York

Times: 19.

8 “Mrs. Kee to File for Renomination to Seat in House,” 5 January 1952,

Washington Post: 12.

9 “Election Statistics, 1920 to Present,” http://clerk.house.gov/members/

electionInfo/elections.html.

10 Chamberlin, A Minority of Members: 226.

11 Hardin, “Elizabeth Kee”: 109–123.

12 Current Biography, 1954 (New York: H.W. Wilson and Company, 1954):

370–371; Congressional Record, House, 87th Cong., 1st sess. (27 February

1961): 2743.

13 Current Biography, 1954: 371.

14 Ibid.

15 Congressional Record, House, 85th Cong., 2nd sess. (25 February 1958):

2804; Congressional Record, House, 84th Cong., 2nd sess. (19 April 1956):

6708–6709.

16 Congressional Record, House, 85th Cong., 1st sess. (1 April 1957):

4953–4954.

17 Congressional Record, House, 83rd Cong., 2nd sess. (28 January 1954):

975; Congressional Record, House, 85th Cong., 1st sess. (3 June 1957):

8276–8277.

18 Congressional Record, House, 83rd Cong., 2nd sess. (28 June 1954): 9115;

Congressional Record, House, 87th Cong., 1st sess. (18 August 1961):

16333; Congressional Record, House, 87th Cong., 2nd sess. (29 March

1962): 5504; Congressional Record, House, 85th Cong., 2nd sess. (17 June

1958): 11546–11547.

19 Hardin, “Elizabeth Kee”: 121; see also, Congressional Record, House,

85th Cong., 1st sess. (18 July 1957): 12116.

20 Hardin, “Elizabeth Kee”: 122.

21 Hardin, “Elizabeth Kee”: 121–122.

22 Congressional Record, House, 85th Cong., 1st sess. (23 May 1957): 7598.

23 “Rep. Kee Retiring at End of Term,” 5 January 1964, Washington Post: A4.

Redevelopment Administration (ARA), which pumped 

millions of dollars into recession-prone regions in the form

of industrial loans, job retraining programs, and grants for

water systems. In southern West Virginia, which became 

a model for the program, ARA money created recreational

facilities, parks, and tourist attractions.21 Kee reminded 

her colleagues that despite pressing concerns abroad that

required huge allocations of American aid, immediate

problems at home still needed to be addressed. Foreign

aid bills were important, Kee admitted, “But not more

important than bread and milk for coal miners' children,

good jobs for their fathers, new industries and increased

business activities for economically depressed American

towns and cities,” she said.22

In 1964, Kee declined to seek an eighth term in the

House due to poor health.23 Her son and longtime adminis-

trative assistant, James, won the Democratic nomination.

That November, when he won easy election with 70 percent

of the vote, Maude Kee became the first woman in Congress

to be succeeded directly by one of her children. From 1933

to James Kee's retirement, when the district was reappor-

tioned out of existence prior to the 1972 elections, the Kee

family represented West Virginia in the House. Elizabeth

Kee retired to Bluefield, where she died on February 15, 1975.
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Buchanan served as her husband's secretary during his

five-year tenure in Congress. 

Vera Buchanan's leap into elective politics came unex-

pectedly when Congressman Buchanan died suddenly on

April 27, 1951, at the age of 48. The Pennsylvania Democratic

Party chose his widow to run for the vacated seat; she

accepted the invitation. “We were a very close-knit family,”

Buchanan later explained. “Frank's death was a great

shock. I decided to run because I wanted to see the things

he believed in carried on.”3 Part of Buchanan's motivation

was to clear her husband's name after he had been

attacked by a redbaiting columnist. Prior to his death,

Frank Buchanan had developed a lengthy refutation

which he was never able to deliver on the House Floor—

and Vera Buchanan wanted to put it on the record herself.4

Critics suggested that Vera Buchanan was running as a

contender based strictly on her husband's name. The

Pittsburgh Post-Gazette despaired that “Mrs. Buchanan's

foremost attribute was that she was the widow of Frank

Buchanan.”5 Vera Buchanan dispelled any question of her

legitimacy in a tough, quick-witted campaign that echoed

her husband's positions. “I'll be proud to support a

President—Harry S. Truman—who has labored and

devoted the highest office in the land to restoring law and

order in the world,” Buchanan told supporters days before

the election. Her opponent, Republican Clifford W.

Flegal, the McKeesport city controller, attacked Truman

and Secretary of State Dean G. Acheson for being soft

on communism and for the unpopular Korean War. When

Flegal challenged Buchanan to a debate, she retorted:

“The oldest saw in politics is ‘Let's debate.' This is no

time for hot air. It's time for decision. If my opponent 

hasn't made up his mind at this late date, it's just too bad.

ookended by tragedy, Vera Buchanan's brief tenure

in the U.S. House of Representatives began in 1951

as an extension of her late husband's legislative

efforts representing blue-collar steel workers in south-

west Pittsburgh. But by the time she stood for re-election

18 months later in the newly reapportioned, more center-

city district, Buchanan demonstrated that she was not

merely a caretaker of the office her husband once held,

but a skilled politician in her own right. 

Vera Daerr was born in Wilson, Pennsylvania, on July

20, 1902, daughter of John Daerr and Jennie Leasure

Daerr.1 She grew up in the steel mill town of Duquesne,

Pennsylvania, and attended local public and parochial

schools. After high school, she worked as a secretary for 

a Duquesne steel company. In 1929, Vera Daerr married

Frank Buchanan, an automobile dealer and teacher, and

the couple raised twin daughters, Jane and Joan. In 1942,

Vera Buchanan helped her husband win election as mayor

of McKeesport, a post which he held for four years. Vera

operated a beauty shop and was a member of the Democratic

Women's Guild. As the first lady of McKeesport, she

conducted a listening campaign to familiarize herself with

the needs of constituents and began cultivating a support

base for future election campaigns. In May 1946, Frank

won the special election to fill the vacancy left in the 79th

Congress (1945–1947) by the resignation of Representative

Samuel Weis. The Congressman was re-elected to the

next three consecutive terms. Serving on the Banking and

Currency Committee, Frank Buchanan became an expert

in housing legislation and earned a reputation as a bright,

candid, and liberal Member of the House. He chaired a

select committee that brought to light extensive corporate

and union lobbying efforts on Capitol Hill.2 Vera
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problems plaguing her district, insisting on federal funding

for the Turtle Creek Valley Flood Control Project, after a

series of floods devastated local housing and industry.12

Congresswoman Buchanan demonstrated an independ-

ence from parochial interests. She supported the develop-

ment of the St. Lawrence Seaway Project, and her

appointment to the Public Works Committee in 1952 led

to open speculation that the long-stalled piece of legisla-

tion would begin moving through the House.13 Initially,

opinion in her district had been against its development,

but it became more evenly split after the discovery of the

large Labrador iron ore deposits in Canada (iron was a

critical raw material for steel production). Buchanan's

reasoning was simple and extended beyond the narrow

focus of her district. She argued that since the seaway

would be built either jointly with Canada or without any

U.S. involvement, that it was in the “national self-interest

and the self-interest of every industry and business in the

United States [to] require that our Government have a

full, equal voice in the construction and operation of so

important  a waterway—a full and equal voice on every

aspect of the operation.”14 The House eventually

approved U.S. participation in the St. Lawrence project 

in 1956.

When President Eisenhower took office in 1953,

Buchanan raised concerns about the bellicose rhetoric 

of his new Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles. Dulles

was then developing his concept of “massive retaliation,”

which threatened Soviet leaders in the Kremlin with

instant nuclear annihilation for any military provocations—

whether conventional or nuclear—at any point around 

the globe.15 While suspicious of Moscow's designs,

Buchanan nevertheless expressed concern that Washington

officials were relying too much on the threat of nuclear

deterrence. “But are we doing enough, trying hard enough

to restore sanity and peace—real peace—to the world?” 

she said in a floor speech. “Have we tried every possible

avenue of approach? Have we left anything undone which

could possibly—even as a long chance—mean enduring

peace and the end of the constant danger of atomic incin-

eration of mankind?”16

My mind is made up.”6 In the July 24, 1951, special election,

Buchanan defeated Flegal with nearly 62 percent of the

vote and was sworn into Congress by House Speaker Sam

Rayburn of Texas a week later, on August 1.7 Following

the 1950 Census, Pennsylvania lost three congressional

seats. In the redrawn district, which encompassed heavily

unionized sections of Pittsburgh, her native McKeesport,

and other steel-making communities, Buchanan proved

an even more powerful incumbent. In 1952 and 1954, she

defeated GOP opponents by 2–1 margins.8

In the House, Vera Buchanan served on three commit-

tees: Banking and Currency, Merchant Marine and

Fisheries, and Public Works. In early 1952, she resigned

her Merchant Marine and Fisheries post to concentrate 

on her remaining assignments.9 As had her husband,

Congresswoman Buchanan employed her daughter, 

Jane, to serve as her secretary. 

A solid supporter of most Truman administration

policies, Buchanan became a critic of the Dwight

Eisenhower administration's efforts to roll back domestic

welfare programs. Vera Buchanan, like her husband, took

a special interest in housing legislation. In 1954, she criti-

cized Eisenhower's plan to halve the number of annual

public housing projects over a four-year period. Noting

that federal housing in McKeesport and Pittsburgh had

been a success, she urged the Republican majority in the

House to restore the figure to 75,000 per year, where it

had been under President Truman. “An American family 

. . . should have a chance to live in decent housing,”

Buchanan said in a floor speech. “Housing is one of the

most important factors in a child's environment. We have

ample evidence that juvenile delinquency flourishes out

of all proportion in slum areas, and out of juvenile delin-

quency grows vicious adult crime.”10 She attacked efforts

to remove price controls on grocery commodities and

rental units, noting that the “cost of living is nearing an

all-time high, but the legislation to deal with the problem

is nearing an all-time low.”11 For these and other of her

legislative forays, Buchanan earned a reputation as a

trusted ally among her district's union members and other

laborers. Buchanan also pushed for the study of the flood
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In June of 1955, during her third term in Congress,

Buchanan became ill. A condition initially diagnosed as

bronchial pneumonia turned out to be terminal late-stage

cancer. Despite the diagnosis, Buchanan tried to carry on

her congressional work from her hospital bed—first at the

Bethesda Naval Hospital and, later, for the final three

months of her life, in a hospital in McKeesport. During

her final days, House Speaker John McCormack of

Massachusetts visited Buchanan. When he rose to leave,

Buchanan said, “Good-bye, my friend.” The Speaker

replied, “I won't say ‘good-bye,' just ‘so long.' I'll see you

up in the Gallery.”17 Buchanan passed away on November

26, 1955, becoming the first woman Member to die in

office. “I learned to know Vera Buchanan as I had known

Frank Buchanan, loyal, hard-working, intelligent, and

considerate,” eulogized Representative Abraham Multer

of New York. “I can think of no greater tribute . . . they

had a keen sense of devotion to the services of the people

of this country—not only their district but of the country.”18
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1944. Throughout the late 1940s and into the 1950s, she

and her husband owned and operated a real estate business. 

In 1950, Gracie Pfost won the Democratic nomination

in the race for the open congressional seat which repre-

sented all of northern Idaho, including the panhandle 

area up to the Canadian border. She lost the election by

783 votes to GOP contender John T. Wood, a 72-year-old

doctor and World War I veteran. In 1952, at the urging 

of her husband, Pfost again challenged Wood.5 She

entered the Democratic primary and easily trumped three

male challengers. With enthusiasm, Pfost ran an exhaus-

tive general election campaign. There were no television

stations on which to advertise, so she and her husband

canvassed the 400-mile long district in their Pontiac car,

logging more than 20,000 miles.6 Pfost received a boost

from Eleanor Roosevelt, who used her syndicated column

to attack Wood's record in Congress, particularly his

efforts to derail the United Nations. Her slogan contained

a pun on her name: “Tie Your Vote to a Solid Post—Gracie

Pfost for Congress.”7 In a state that went for Dwight

Eisenhower on a 2–1 basis (her district favored

Eisenhower by 25,000 votes), she narrowly edged 

out Wood by 591 votes of about 109,000 cast.8

When she was seated in the House in January 1953

as Idaho's first woman in Congress, Pfost earned assign-

ments on the Public Works, the Post Office and Civil

Service, and the Interior and Insular Affairs committees.

Jack Pfost worked as an unpaid assistant in his wife's

office and was her constant companion. Her assignment

on Interior and Insular Affairs was a plum for a junior

Member from the West because of the vast tracts of public

land which fell under the panel's jurisdiction. From 1955

to 1961, Gracie Pfost chaired the Interior and Insular

five-term Representative from Idaho, Gracie Pfost

was a consistent critic of private gain at the expense

of the public interest. The press dubbed Congress-

woman Pfost “Hell's Belle” for her unremitting crusade

to develop the proposed Hells Canyon High Dam and

hydroelectric facility as a federally managed program.

The massive project, which would have been situated

along the Snake River in her northern Idaho district, took

advantage of one of the longest gorges in the country. “It

is a natural dam site,” Pfost declared. “All we need is to

plug up that river with some concrete.”1

Gracie Bowers was born in an Ozark Mountain log

cabin on March 12, 1906, in Harrison, Arkansas, daughter

of William L. Bowers and Lily E. Wood Bowers. Her

family, which included four siblings, moved to Idaho in

1911. She quit high school at age 16 and took a job as a

milk analyst for the Carnation Milk Company in Nampa,

Idaho. A year later, in 1923, Gracie Bowers married John

W. “Jack” Pfost (pronounced “post”), her supervisor and

a master mechanic who was twice her age.2 During their

long marriage, Jack Pfost remained an enduring source of

support for his wife's political career which, she admitted,

was “more or less a joint venture with him.”3 The couple had

no children. In 1929, Gracie Pfost graduated from the Link's

Business School in Boise, Idaho. During this time, she

became involved in politics on the local level, working 

as a temporary replacement for the Canyon County clerk,

auditor, and recorder. She ended up working full-time in this

position for a decade after her predecessor resigned.4 In

1941, after losing her first bid by 1,500 votes, Pfost was

elected treasurer of Canyon County, a post she held for

another decade. She also served as a delegate to five con-

secutive Democratic National Conventions, beginning in
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large section of the Northwest. Advocating publicly funded

construction, she fought stubbornly against private power

interests and their political allies, whom she branded “the

gimmie-and-get boys in the private electric utilities.”13

Throughout the 1950s, the subject of Snake River

development was a divisive issue in the politics of the

Northwest. Characteristic of a national debate during the

decade, grounded in the legitimacy of federally operated

programs such as the Tennessee Valley Authority, advocates

of regional development through low-cost public power

squared off against those backing private utilities.14 In

April 1953, Pfost introduced the first of several bills that

proposed construction of a massive, multi-purpose dam

across the Snake River at Hells Canyon to provide cheap

electricity and construction jobs to spur Idaho's flagging

economy. Regional power companies objected, lobbying

instead for the development of a series of three smaller

dams. “There can be no argument that the high dam at

Hells Canyon will give the people the most for the least

expenditure on their part,” Pfost told colleagues in a floor

speech.15 Later, the Congresswoman claimed that she was

the target of a smear campaign by private utilities compa-

nies in her own state—as she dubbed it, the effort to “Get

Gracie Pfost.” “I don't intend to be bluffed, bullied or

frightened by the private monopolies,” she declared.16

But the Congresswoman could only bitterly protest in

August 1955 when the Federal Power Commission granted

the Idaho Power Company a license to construct the three-

dam proposal. Pfost charged that the Dwight D.

Eisenhower administration was dominated by the big 

business interests which scuttled federal oversight. When

President Eisenhower sought U.S. funding to construct

the High Aswan Dam in Egypt, she protested that 

Hells Canyon should come first. “I think it is time for 

the administration to stop double-talking and get the 

high Hells Canyon Dam under construction,” she said.17

Pfost and her supporters suffered a final defeat in July

1957 when a majority of the Interior and Insular Affairs

Committee, all the Republicans and two swing Democrats—

with firm backing from President Eisenhower—voted to

discard her dam construction bill. Pfost claimed that the

Affairs Subcommittee on Public Lands, which had over-

sight of more than 450 million acres of federally managed

land.9 She first attracted national attention as a member 

of the Select Committee to Investigate Tax-Exempt

Foundations, which probed the finances of such philan-

thropic organizations as the Ford Foundation and the

Fund for the Republic, to determine if grants were

distributed for “un-American” activities. On May 24,

1954, Pfost and Wayne Hays of Ohio walked out of the

hearings and accused the committee of permitting unreli-

able testimony against foundation employees and failing

to require witnesses to submit prepared statements or

digests of testimony prior to their appearances. As a result

of their withdrawal, the committee voted in July to end its

hearings. Pfost dissented from the final committee report,

which concluded that several foundations had unwittingly

subsidized subversive ventures.

Pfost was an adept and calculating campaigner. 

During the 1954 campaign, she attended a county fair 

and challenged GOP opponent, Erwin H. Schwiebert, 

to a log-rolling contest. “If a man dumps me, he's no 

gentleman,” she observed. “If I dump him, I'm a super-

woman.”10 She fell off the log first but won the election 

by about 9,000 votes. She fastidiously cultivated her 

constituent base, sending personal congratulatory notes 

to each high school graduate in her district and a card and

childcare book to new parents.11 From 1954 through the

next three elections, she won by pluralities of 55 percent

or more and ran ahead of the Democratic presidential

ticket in 1956 and 1960. In 1956, she beat Louise Shattuck,

a staffer for a former GOP Idaho governor, by 10 percent-

age points. In 1958, Pfost won a personal-best 65 percent

of the vote. After 1952, she was not challenged in the

Democratic primaries until 1960 and, then, won handily.12

A dam became the defining point of Pfost's political

work. It was during the 1952 campaign that she had earned

the nickname, “Hell's Belle,” because of her stalwart 

support for the construction of a publicly funded and

operated dam at Hells Canyon. As part of the Snake River

project on the Idaho–Oregon border, the proposed dam

would provide hydroelectric power and irrigation for a
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rejection of federal funding was “strangling the lifeblood

of the Pacific Northwest.”18

Hells Canyon did not completely eclipse other legisla-

tive interests for Pfost. She also had a critical hand in

making sure that the legislation approving Alaskan state-

hood in 1958 passed the House.19 Pfost was an outspoken

advocate of a 10 percent pay hike for postal employees.20

In 1956, she supported a school construction bill to 

provide for new schools to meet the millions of “Baby

Boom” grade-schoolers who were just then entering the

educational system.21 That same year she pushed for pas-

sage of a farm bill to help relieve a sagging agricultural

commodities market.22 In 1962, Congress passed a bill

that Pfost authored to construct the $3.5 million Mann

Creek irrigation project in Idaho.23 Pfost also supported

the Equal Rights Amendment.24

With Jack Pfost's sudden death in 1961, Gracie Pfost

lost not only her husband, but her closest political confi-

dant. In 1962, when Idaho Senator Henry C. Dworshak

died, Pfost chose to leave her safe House seat to run as 

the Democratic candidate in the fall election to fill the

remainder of Dworshak's unexpired term. Pfost ran

against former Governor Len B. Jordan, a Boise rancher

who had been appointed three months earlier by Idaho's

GOP governor to an interim position in the Senate. 

Pfost lost narrowly by only 4,881 votes (51 to 49 percent), 

failing to carry her home county of Canyon. After her

political defeat, she was appointed Special Assistant for

Elderly Housing at the Federal Housing Administration

(FHA). Gracie Pfost, suffering for several years from

Hodgkin's disease, served at the FHA until she died at

age 59 on August 11, 1965, at Johns Hopkins Hospital in

Baltimore, Maryland. 
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Republican Claude I. Bakewell. Leonor Sullivan, mean-

while, took a year-long position as an administrative aide 

to Missouri Representative Theodore Irving because she

lacked the funds to amass her own congressional campaign

without the backing of the Democratic Party. In 1952,

Sullivan announced her candidacy for her husband's 

reapportioned district. She defeated seven contenders in 

the Democratic primary, including the party-endorsed 

candidate, who made a campaign promise that if elected, he

would give Sullivan a job on his staff. Running in the gener-

al election as “Mrs. John B. Sullivan,” she defeated her

Republican opponent, Bakewell, by a 2–1 margin, to earn

a seat in the 83rd Congress (1953–1955). During the cam-

paign, Sullivan claimed greater experience and qualification

than the incumbent because of her years in Washington

working for her husband's office, a message that resonated

with many of the late Congressman's former supporters.

After that campaign, Sullivan, the first woman elected to

Congress from her state (and the only one until the 1990s),

was never seriously challenged; she captured her next 11

elections with between 65 and 79 percent of the vote.5

Congresswoman Sullivan quickly established herself 

as a protector of working Americans and consumers. In

1953, she urged her colleagues to amend the income tax law

to allow widows and working mothers to make deductions

for childcare. Sullivan also delivered a speech on the House

Floor against proposed cuts to the Women's Bureau of the

Department of Labor. In 1957 she wrote and successfully

guided into law the first Federal Poultry Products

Inspection Act. She also sponsored legislation to protect

consumers from hazardous substances, harmful food color

additives, and cosmetics. A committed consumer advocate,

in 1962 Sullivan urged her House colleagues to pass stricter

s one of America's early consumer advocates, Leonor

K. Sullivan authored many of the protective laws

that Americans have come to take for granted.

Initially, it was a lonely undertaking. As Representative

Sullivan recalled of her early years in Congress, “Those of

us interested in consumer legislation could have caucused

in an elevator.”1 During her 12 terms in Congress, Sullivan

left her mark on a variety of issues, becoming one of the

more influential Congresswomen to serve in the U.S.

House of Representatives.

Leonor Alice Kretzer was born on August 21, 1902, 

in St. Louis, Missouri, one of nine children of Frederick

William Kretzer and Nora (Jostrand) Kretzer. Her father

was a second-generation German tailor. Since her parents

did not have the resources to send her to college, Kretzer

worked at a local telephone company and took night

classes at Washington University in St. Louis, focusing

on vocational psychology. During the 1930s, she worked

as an instructor in business and accounting at the St.

Louis Comptometer School; she later became placement

director there before becoming director of the St. Louis

Business School.2 On December 27, 1941, she married

John Berchmans Sullivan, a freshman Congressman from

St. Louis. Leonor Sullivan worked as her husband's

administrative assistant and campaign manager in five pri-

mary and election campaigns; during that stretch of time,

her husband was defeated twice, only to be returned to

office in the subsequent election.3

When John Sullivan died on January 29, 1951, Missouri

Democratic leaders refused to nominate Leonor Sullivan to

run in the special election to fill the vacancy. “We don't have

anything against you,” they told Sullivan, “we just want to

win.”4 Their chosen candidate, Harry Schendel, lost to
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years later, Sullivan continued her efforts to protect

American consumers when she authored the Fair Credit

Reporting Act, a bill prohibiting credit companies from

distributing false credit information.

By 1969, after 15-term veteran Representative Frances

Bolton of Ohio had retired, Sullivan emerged as the

doyenne of women in Congress. The first woman appointed

to the House Democratic Steering Committee, which

determines Democratic committee assignments, she also

was elected secretary of the House Democratic Caucus,

an organization to determine party strategy and consensus,

for five terms. During her 24 years in the House, Sullivan

served on the Banking and Currency Committee, the

Committee on Merchant Marine and Fisheries, and the

Joint Committee on Defense Production. During the 93rd

and 94th Congresses (1973–1977), she chaired Merchant

Marine and Fisheries, making her only the sixth woman in

congressional history to chair a committee. As chairwoman,

her accomplishments included passage of the 1976 Fishery

and Conservation Management Act, an environmental bill

which established a 200-mile fisheries conservation zone

off the coasts of the United States.

Though she defended the rights of women consumers,

Sullivan did not embrace the larger feminist agenda. She

was the only woman Member to vote against the Equal

Rights Amendment (ERA) in the 92nd Congress

(1971–1973), because she thought it threatened home 

life and existing legislation which protected women in 

the workplace. “I believe that wholesome family life is 

the backbone of civilization,” Sullivan said. Passage of the

ERA would “accelerate the breakup of home life.”10 She

also feared that the amendment would break down hun-

dreds of protective labor, marital, and family statutes in

the states. Finally, the ERA offended her sensibilities. The

“ERA says you are my equal,” she once observed, but 

“I think I'm a whole lot better.”11 Sullivan also opposed

efforts by younger women Members to create a special 

caucus for women's issues, which came about only after her

retirement.12 Nevertheless, Sullivan supported the Equal

Pay Act of 1963, a first step toward the equal pay for equal

work doctrine. She also backed an amendment to the 1964

consumer protection legislation. “You are faced with an

arena of supreme importance to the lives and health and

safety and well being of the American people—all of the

foods we eat, all of the drugs and devices we use for health

purposes, all of the cosmetics used not only by women but

in increasing numbers by men, as well.”6

In 1959, working with Senator Hubert Humphrey,

Sullivan authored the Food Stamp Act. Under the new leg-

islation, low-income Americans would no longer have to

rely upon disbursements of surplus food, but instead

would be able to use coupons to buy food at grocery stores.

During the second Dwight D. Eisenhower administration,

however, the Agriculture Department refused to allocate

funds for the program, which the conservative Secretary of

Agriculture, Ezra Taft Benson, considered improper. Upon

the urging of Sullivan, the John F. Kennedy administration

reinstated an experimental food stamp program in 1961. In

1964, Sullivan authored legislation to increase the scope of

the Kennedy initiative, making food stamps available for

poor Americans nationally. On the House Floor, she main-

tained, “The States and localities, which now bear a heavy

financial burden under the direct distribution system,

would save added millions under the food stamp plan.

Who loses, then, under the plan? Hunger. Only hunger

loses.”7 President Lyndon Johnson incorporated the legis-

lation into his “War on Poverty” in 1964, but not before a

sharp partisan battle within the Agricultural Committee

and the President's decision to couple the food stamp meas-

ure with increased subsidies for wheat and cotton farmers. 

One of Sullivan's great legislative triumphs came 

when she served as the House Floor manager for the 1968

Consumer Credit Protection Act. The bill established

“truth in lending” provisions, requiring lenders to provide

consumers with information about the cost of credit. 

“Now we come to the moment of truth in truth in lending,”

Sullivan declared to her colleagues during debate. “Will we

give the consumer the whole truth in lending, or just part of

the truth?”8 When President Johnson signed the ground-

breaking legislation, he praised “that able Congresswoman

from Missouri,” noting that Sullivan “fought for a strong

effective bill when others would have settled for less.”9 Two
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Civil Rights Act that stipulated an end to sexual discrimi-

nation in the workplace. In 1961, Sullivan and her fellow

Congresswomen marched into Speaker Sam Rayburn's

office to request the appointment of Representative Martha

Griffiths of Michigan to the influential Joint Economic

Committee.13

In 1976, at age 74, Sullivan declined to seek a 13th term

and was succeeded by Richard A. Gephardt, who eventually

became Democratic Leader in the House. Her age, but

principally her disaffection with the institution of Congress,

accounted for her decision to retire. She explained in a

post-Watergate interview that despite contemporary

attempts at congressional reform, she was “disturbed at

what's happening to the whole government . . . the corrup-

tion that always goes on . . . the lack of morals . . . too many

people thinking, ‘So what?'”14 She returned to St. Louis

and moved into a home she had bought long before on 

the south side of the city, atop a bluff overlooking the

Mississippi River. Passing riverboat captains often blew

their ships' horns to salute Sullivan, who had been a bene-

factor of the barge industry during her time on the Merchant

Marine and Fisheries Committee.15 In 1980, she married

retired millionaire businessman Russell L. Archibald. 

He died in March 1987. Sullivan died in St. Louis on

September 1, 1988. 
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Stockgrowers Association Brand Committee. In her capac-

ity as a rancher, Bowring became involved with Nebraska

Republican politics, eventually serving as the state's first

woman county GOP chair. From 1946 to 1954, Bowring

served as vice chair of the Nebraska Republican Central

Committee and as its director of women's activities. 

Bowring's transition to public office was sudden.

Governor Robert B. Crosby appointed Bowring on April

16, 1954, to fill the vacancy caused by the death of Senator

Dwight Palmer Griswold. Bowring, who described herself

as a “forward looking Republican,” refused the offer ini-

tially. She was reluctant to leave her 1,200 head of cattle

and the calving and branding work that she still enjoyed

and actively participated in at age 62. “This is one cross I

don't think I have to bear, Bob,” Bowring told the gover-

nor. But Crosby was persuasive. After a private meeting

with the governor, Bowring emerged from the office to

tell reporters she accepted the appointment. She explained

that after years of exhorting GOP women into politics,

she could not now reverse course herself, noting that,

“when a job is offered to you, take it. Men can refuse 

but women are increasingly important in political life.”3

Bowring was sworn in as the first Nebraska woman to

serve in Congress on April 26, 1954, for the term that

would end, according to state law, at the next general 

election. In November 1954 a candidate would be selected

to finish out the final two months of Griswold's term, 

as well as a successor to the full six-year term starting in

the 84th Congress (1955–1957). At the time of her appoint-

ment, Bowring joined the Senate's only other woman

Member, Margaret Chase Smith of Maine. Smith wrote

that Bowring's appointment “did the women of America

as well as the women of Nebraska a great honor.”4 For her

n 1954, Eva Bowring arrived in the Senate with the

vocabulary of a witty cattle wrangler and impressive

credentials as a state political figure and prosperous

businesswoman. Appointed to fill the vacancy resulting

from the death of Senator Dwight Griswold of Nebraska,

Bowring had become one of Nebraska's wealthiest women

through her ranching enterprises and was a leading GOP

figure in the state. Her transition from riding the range on

her sprawling ranch to the U.S. Senate Chamber was abrupt

and somewhat unexpected. “I'm going to have to ride the

fence a while until I find where the gates are,” Bowring told

a reporter shortly after arriving at the Capitol.1

Eva Kelly was born on January 9, 1892, in Nevada,

Missouri. She attended school in Kansas City, Missouri.

In 1911, at age 19, she married Theodore Forester, a grain

and feed salesman, and the Foresters settled in Kansas

City. When Theodore Forester died in 1924, Eva was left

to raise the couple's three young sons: Frank, Harold, and

Donald.2 To support her family, Eva moved to Lincoln,

Nebraska, and took up Theodore's work selling livestock

feed; she drove as many as 40,000 miles a year around

rural Nebraska roads in an unreliable old car. Once, near

Merriman, Nebraska, the car broke down. A homesteader

named Art Bowring happened to be driving by and

stopped to help. In 1928, Eva married Bowring, who had

served as county commissioner and went on to win elec-

tion as a representative and senator in the state legislature.

The family settled on Art Bowring's ranch, the Barr-99,

near Merriman in the Sand Hill Country of Cherry

County. The couple expanded their land-holdings and

eventually managed a prosperous 13,000-acre operation.

After Arthur's death in 1944, Eva Bowring operated the

Barr-99, becoming the first woman to chair the Nebraska
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that they lose much of their freedom to make management

decisions.” A number of her colleagues who attended the

speech, including Prescott Bush of Connecticut and

Albert Gore, Sr., of Tennessee, praised her “incisiveness”

and “intimate grasp” of the workings of the agriculture

market.8 In addition to the commodities pricing bill,

Bowring and Senator Butler introduced a measure for

the construction of the Red Willow Dam and Reservoir

as part of the Missouri River Basin Project. Bowring also

sponsored legislation providing for flood control works 

in the Gering Valley of Nebraska. On August 18, 1954,

Bowring had the distinction of joining a select handful of

women who presided over the Senate when she was named

acting president pro tempore for the day's debates.9

In June 1954, Bowring announced that she would not

seek election to the full six-year term or the short term to

follow the November general election. After Hugh Butler's

death on July 1, 1954, she became Nebraska's senior

Senator. On November 8, she was succeeded by another

woman, Republican Hazel Abel, whom she presented

before the Senate. After leaving office, Bowring returned

to her Barr-99 ranch and later served on the national

advisory council of the National Institutes of Health 

from 1954 to 1958 and from 1960 to 1961. President Dwight

Eisenhower also appointed Bowring to the Board of

Parole at the Department of Justice, where she served

from 1956 to 1964. Eva Bowring died on January 8, 1985,

in Gordon, Nebraska. 

part, Bowring expressed hope that her Senate colleagues

would “remember I'm just a girl from cow country.”5 Her

guiding philosophy was succinct: “I've not been one who

thought the Lord should make life easy; I've just asked

Him to make me strong.”6 According to custom, the state's

senior Senator, Hugh Butler, accompanied her to the front

of the chamber for the swearing in. Vice President Richard

Nixon, presiding over the ceremony, relayed a message from

Butler to viewers in the gallery: “The senior Senator from

Nebraska has asked the chair to announce that no implica-

tion should be drawn from the fact that the senior Senator

from Nebraska is a widower and the junior Senator from

Nebraska is a widow.”7

Bowring was appointed to three committees: Interstate

and Foreign Commerce, Labor and Public Welfare, and

Post Office and the Civil Service. The needs of Nebraska's

agricultural constituents were familiar to Bowring and

were the focus of her only two major floor speeches.

Bowring declared her backing for a program of flexible

agricultural price supports proposed by the Dwight D.

Eisenhower administration to reduce production fluctua-

tions that often resulted in surplus food staples. She

argued that the measure would “cushion farmers against

wide breaks in the market on basic commodities,” econo-

mize land use, and produce a more stable market. “In the

long run, rigid price supports take from the farmer more

than he receives,” Bowring concluded. “They encourage

him to deplete his soil. They saddle the markets with 

surpluses which give him no opportunity to realize full

parity. They destroy the normal relationship of feed and

livestock prices. . . . They place the farmers in such a position
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he relied heavily on his wife for advice. “He didn't make a

move without talking to me,” Mary Farrington recalled.4

Joe Farrington soon succeeded his father as the newspaper's

general manager. By the mid-1940s, Betty Farrington

assumed her husband's duties as publisher and president of

the Honolulu Star-Bulletin, a position she held until the 1960s.

In 1942, Joe Farrington, was elected to the first of six

consecutive terms in the U.S. House as a Republican terri-

torial delegate from Hawaii, propelling Betty Farrington

into national politics, too. Throughout Joe Farrington's

dozen years in Washington, the Farringtons were frequent

entertainers and popular on the capital's society circuit.5

Betty Farrington immersed herself in party politics, serv-

ing as president of the District League of Republican

Women from 1946 to 1948. On January 1, 1949, she 

became president of the National Federation of Women's

Republican Clubs (later named the National Federation of

Republican Women), which included more than 500,000

members.6 Farrington energized the group by creating a

school of politics in 1950 at which precinct workers

received briefings on party history, current initiatives, and

political techniques.7 

Joe Farrington suffered from a heart ailment through-

out his congressional service but remained dedicated to

bringing Hawaii into the Union. In June 1954, while inten-

sively lobbying colleagues to support a statehood bill, 

he collapsed and died in his office. Shortly afterward, the

Washington Post predicted that Hawaiian statehood “will be

Mr. Farrington's monument.” 8 Betty Farrington had just

returned to Honolulu to orchestrate the funeral services

when Governor Sam King, Joe Farrington's friend and

political ally, began pressing her to succeed her husband.

She replied, “For heaven's sake, no!” King relented but

ary Elizabeth “Betty” Farrington emerged 

in the mid-1950s as the leading advocate for

Hawaiian statehood, serving three years in the

House as a territorial delegate. Her political partnership

with her husband, Joe Farrington, another champion of

statehood, spanned decades and prepared her to succeed

him in Congress after his death in 1954. Years before 

she was elected to Congress, McCall's magazine chose

Farrington, publisher of the Honolulu Star-Bulletin

and director of the National Federation of Republican

Women's Clubs, as one of “Washington's 10 Most

Powerful Women,” a list that included Eleanor Roosevelt,

Margaret Chase Smith, and Bess Truman.1

Mary Elizabeth Pruett was born to American 

missionaries Robert Lee and Josie Baugh Pruett, native

Tennesseans—on May 30, 1898, in the Tsukiji (foreign 

resident) section of Tokyo, Japan. She attended the Tokyo

Foreign School before the family resettled in 1906 in

Hollywood, California. After Mary Pruett graduated

from Hollywood High School, she enrolled at the exclu-

sive Ward-Belmont Women's Junior College in Nashville,

Tennessee. Two years later, she transferred to the University

of Wisconsin at Madison and earned a journalism B.A. in

1918. During her studies, she met Joseph Farrington, son

of Wallace R. Farrington, publisher of the Honolulu Star

Bulletin, and an early advocate of Hawaiian annexation and

statehood.2 They married in May 1920 and, three years

later, when President Warren G. Harding appointed

Wallace Farrington territorial governor of Hawaii, Joe and

Mary returned to the islands to manage the Star Bulletin.

The couple raised two adopted children, John and Beverly.3

In the early 1930s, Joe Farrington was elected to the Hawaii

territorial senate and began a long political career in which

former members | 1935–1954 ★ 315

former members ★ 1935–1954

Mary E. “Betty” Farrington

1898–1984

delegate  ★ republican from hawaii

1954–1957

M

image copyright washington post; 

reprinted by permission of the d.c. public library



★ mary e. “betty” farrington ★

Days after meeting with the President, Farrington took

to the House Floor to push for debate for Hawaiian state-

hood. Critics objected that Hawaii was vulnerable to

communist infiltration from Asian “subversives” and

labor agitators in California. With World War II still a

potent memory, opponents also doubted the loyalty of the

large Japanese population living on the island. Farrington

countered that a vote for statehood “would be an act of

vision because, even at this late hour, it would tell the

freedom-loving peoples of Asia, who are engaged in a

great struggle against communism, that we Americans 

do practice what we preach.”14 The bill for Hawaiian

statehood alone had passed the House in the 80th

(1947–1949), 81st (1949–1951), and 83rd Congresses but

had never been reconciled with the Senate version. In the

83rd Congress, the Senate added on an amendment that

also sought statehood for Alaska. It was that version 

of the bill that the House Rules Committee refused to

allow out onto the floor for debate. It lapsed at the end 

of the Congress.

Simultaneous with that development, Farrington 

contended with another electoral campaign. In the 1954

general election, she faced Democrat John A. “Jack”

Burns, chairman of the Honolulu traffic safety commis-

sion, whom her husband had resoundingly defeated in

1948.15 Democrats in territorial and local offices, however,

surged to power in the 1954 midterm elections, campaign-

ing on a platform of better employment, higher taxes for

social services, and better schools. For the first time in

Hawaii's 54 years as a territory, Democrats seized control

of the legislature.16 Farrington, who had won by a 2–1

margin in the special election just three months earlier,

barely defeated Burns, with a margin of 890 votes out of

more than 138,000 cast.17 

After returning to Washington, Farrington renewed

her call for joint Hawaiian–Alaskan statehood. Still, 

powerful House leaders and the Rules Committee,

despite the change in party control in the 84th Congress

(1955–1957), opposed the proposal.18 Appearing before

the Rules Committee, Farrington blasted redbaiting tactics

as “extravagant, undocumented and unsupported” and as

came back a week later, asking her to run “for Joe” and 

the cause of statehood. Betty Farrington agreed. 

Being on the campaign trail was restorative for the

widow Farrington. “I was just kind of numb, you know. 

I think it saved my life,” she recalled. “I was doing 

something for him; carrying on for him, you know.”9

Farrington won the GOP nomination to succeed her 

husband, and in the July 31 special election she defeated

Democrat Delbert Metzger and independent Helene

Hale by garnering 66 percent of the vote in a light

turnout. She topped Metzger, her nearest competitor, 

by more than 20,000 votes.10

Farrington took the oath of office and joined the 83rd

Congress (1953–1955) on August 4, 1954, to a standing

ovation. She immediately moved to the well and

addressed the 200 Members in attendance. “Someday,

somehow, I hope that by action and deed I can prove to

you how deeply I have appreciated the many expressions

of sympathy during the past few weeks,” Farrington said.

“It has given me the courage and the strength to carry on

in the manner that I know Joe would have me do, in the

manner that I know the people of Hawaii would have me

do.”11 Parliamentarians could not remember a newly

sworn-in Member ever having given such an address.12

Farrington got an immediate boost when she inherited her

husband's top-tier committee assignments on the Armed

Services, the Agriculture, and the Interior and Insular

Affairs committees. She retained these posts for the

duration of her House tenure. Farrington's service on 

the Agriculture Committee marked the first by a woman.

Delegate Farrington immediately got to work on the

issue of statehood, which was the central and defining facet

of her House career. The day after her swearing-in, long-

time friend John Saylor, a Pennsylvania Representative and

key member of the Interior and Insular Affairs Committee,

arranged a meeting with President Dwight Eisenhower 

to discuss statehood. During her Oval Office visit,

Farrington pushed a plan for dual admittance: Hawaii 

and Alaska. In fact, she recalled that she spent more time

pitching the concept of Alaskan statehood to President

Eisenhower than that of Hawaii.13
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lation that made Hawaii the 50th state to enter the

Union.22 She also directed and chaired the Honolulu

Lithograph Company, Ltd., from 1957 to 1961 and was

president of the Hawaiian Broadcasting System, Ltd.,

from 1960 to 1963. In 1969, President Richard Nixon

appointed Farrington Director of the Office of the

Territories in the Department of the Interior. When the

Department of the Interior abolished the post in 1971, 

she worked in the congressional liaison office until 1973. 

After retirement, Betty Farrington returned to Honolulu,

where she lived until her death on July 21, 1984. 

for further reading

Biographical Directory of the United States Congress,

“Mary Elizabeth Pruett Farrington,” http://bioguide.

congress.gov

Whitehead, John S. Completing the Union: Alaska, Hawaii,

and the Battle for Statehood (Albuquerque, NM: University

of New Mexico Press, 2004).

manuscript collections

Hawaii Public Archives (Honolulu, HI). Papers:

1942–1956, 80 feet. Includes files with Mary Elizabeth

Pruett Farrington and Joseph Farrington as Territorial

Delegates to the U.S. Congress.

Library of Congress (Washington, D.C.), Manuscript

Division. Oral History: Transcript in the Oral History

Collection of the U.S. Association of Former Members of

Congress. Sound recording in the Library's Motion

Picture, Broadcasting and Recorded Sound Division.

“an insult to the majority of Hawaii's traditionally loyal

population.”19 Eventually, after extensive hearings before

the Rules Committee in which numerous allegations were

made about communist influences in Hawaii, the bill

came to the House Floor for sharply curtailed debate. 

The measure went down to defeat by a vote of 218 to 170

on May 10, 1955. 

As a Delegate, Farrington could not vote on the House

Floor, but she could participate in virtually every other

capacity. Alliance building became critical to her success.20

She enjoyed a number of minor legislative victories 

for her district, including the creation of the Geophysics

Institute at the University of Hawaii, the creation of the

“City of Refuge” on the Island of Hawaii as a national 

historic park, the repeal of an expensive travel tax 

from the mainland to Hawaii that opponents believed 

hurt tourism, and the return of Fort Armstrong to the

Territory of Hawaii. Farrington also managed to secure

the reapportionment of the Territorial Legislature, 

allowing more equitable representation for the higher

population areas.

Farrington ran for re-election in 1956, again facing Jack

Burns and a groundswell of support for Democratic can-

didates. Voter discontent, spurred by the partisan actions

of Governor King, who repeatedly used his veto to block

Democratic legislative programs, helped bring about an

abrupt end to Farrington's congressional career. Burns

campaigned on a simple platform—aimed as much at King

as at Farrington. He called for the right of Hawaiians to

elect their own governor if Congress again refused to

grant statehood. He also suggested a congressional inves-

tigation of King's practices was in order.21 Farrington

garnered only 45 percent of the vote in an election which

polled the largest turnout ever cast for a Hawaii Delegate.

Her defeat sent a Democrat to the House for the first time

since Hawaii was awarded a Delegate's seat in 1932. 

After leaving Congress, Farrington resumed her news-

paper work, serving as president of the Star Bulletin until

1961. Farrington lived to see her husband's dream of state-

hood for Hawaii realized in 1959. She was invited to the

ceremony at which President Eisenhower signed the legis-
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Delegate Farrington argued

that a vote for Hawaiian

statehood, “would be an act of

vision because, even at this

late hour, it would tell the

freedom-loving peoples of

Asia, who are engaged in a

great struggle against 

communism, that we Americans

do practice what we preach.”
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Nebraska Republican Party, eventually chairing the state's

GOP Central Committee.

A quirk in Nebraska election laws launched Abel's

brief career in elective politics. Eva Bowring, who had

been appointed in April 1954 to fill the vacancy caused 

by the death of Dwight Griswold, was barred by law from

serving past the date of the first general election following

her appointment. That fall, a special election open only 

to candidates not seeking the six-year term in the Senate 

was set for November 2, 1954. Hopefuls from both parties

seized on the opportunity to run for the brief, 60-day

term. Sixteen Republicans and three Democrats jumped

into the race. The 66-year-old Abel outran the field.

Dubbed “Hurricane Hazel,” she waged a high-energy

campaign conducted from the driver's seat of her 

automobile as she crisscrossed the state.2 Her platform

was centered on support for the Dwight D. Eisenhower

administration's foreign and domestic policies. She 

beat her nearest GOP rival by nearly 20,000 votes and

swept past her chief opponent, William Meier, the state's

Democratic chairman, by carrying 86 of Nebraska's 93

counties and 58 percent of the total vote.3 Nebraska elec-

tion law would not certify the election, however, until

November 22, which posed a problem because immedi-

ately after the elections, the Senate determined that it

would come back into session to hold censure proceedings

against Wisconsin Senator Joseph McCarthy. Governor

Robert Crosby, therefore, took the unusual step of

appointing Abel to succeed Bowring, which allowed 

her to be seated immediately.4

On November 8, 1954, with her five children and other

family members looking on, Abel became the first woman

to succeed a woman in the Senate.5 On November 30, she

azel Hempel Abel, an accomplished business-

woman and Republican Party official, was

elected to the U.S. Senate from Nebraska to fill 

a two-month term created by a technicality in the state's

election law. Though her service was brief, Abel partici-

pated in an historic censure of fellow Republican Senator

Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin for his aggressive 

redbaiting tactics. 

Hazel Pearl Hempel was born in Plattsmouth,

Nebraska, on July 10, 1888. Her mother was Ella Beetison

Hempel, and her father, Charles Hempel, worked as a

railroad official. Hazel Hempel went to Omaha High

School and graduated in 1908 from the University of

Nebraska with a B.A. and a teaching certificate. Prior to

her marriage to George Abel in 1916, she worked as a

teacher instructing high school students in mathematics,

English, Latin, and German. The Abels raised five chil-

dren: Helen, George, Hazel, Alice, and Annette. While

managing family responsibilities, Hazel Abel later served

as a high school principal in three Nebraska towns. She

left teaching to work for the Abel Construction Company

as secretary-treasurer for 20 years, assuming the company's

presidency after her husband's death in 1937. She served in

that capacity until 1951 and once observed that her educa-

tion and managerial experience made the transition into

those responsibilities of company head somewhat easier.

“These assets compensated somewhat for my lack of

knowledge about cement mixing,” she quipped. Hazel

Abel also served as a trustee for four colleges, including

the University of Nebraska, and became a driving force

in reforms in the juvenile probation system and juvenile

courts and in a broad recodification of the state's chil-

dren's laws.1 Abel also was an active member of the
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Poring over the thousands of words of testimony and

remaining on the Senate Floor on the final day of the

debate without taking a break, Abel voted with the

majority—67 to 22—to reprimand McCarthy on

December 2, 1954, for his sensational and redbaiting

investigatory tactics. That day the Senate adjourned,

bringing Abel's active work in the upper chamber to 

a close.10 

Hazel Abel resigned her seat on December 31, 1954,

three days before the expiration of her term, to give fellow

Republican Carl Curtis of Nebraska, elected to the six-

year term in November, a seniority advantage. She later

observed that she campaigned for the two-month term 

to raise the visibility of women in political office. “To 

me it was more than just a short term in the Senate,” Abel

recalled for Newsweek. “I wanted Nebraska voters to

express their approval of a woman in government. I 

was sort of a guinea pig.”11

Abel returned to an active civic life in Nebraska. She

chaired the Nebraska Republican state delegation at the

1956 national convention. In 1957, Abel was chosen the

“American Mother,” an honor which included an invitation

to the Brussels International Exposition to address the

Mothers of the World. She also served as the chairwoman

of the board of trustees of Doane College in Lincoln,

Nebraska. She unsuccessfully sought the Republican

nomination for governor of Nebraska in 1960. In 1963 the

University of Nebraska conferred an honorary LL.D. to

Abel for her work as a teacher and political leader. Hazel

Abel died in Lincoln on July 30, 1966.

was appointed to the Finance Committee and the Interstate

and Foreign Commerce Committee, the latter assignment

having been held by her predecessors, Bowring and

Griswold.6 Her only floor speech during the Senate's

abbreviated three-week session was a eulogy of former

Nebraska Senator Hugh Butler, whom she had known

through her work as a trustee of Doane College.7 Abel's

presence, however, was widely noted simply because 

she and Margaret Chase Smith were the only women 

in the Senate. Her presence created some confusion in

Washington social circles. Shortly after taking office, 

she received an invitation to the British Embassy for a

reception for the visiting Queen Mother Elizabeth. 

Upon arriving at the embassy door and identifying her-

self, a British diplomat refused her entry, insisting that 

he thought Smith was the only woman in the Senate.

Eventually Abel's daughter, Helen, a writer for the San

Diego Union, who also was attending, came to the door and

identified her mother, who was then allowed to enter.8

Just days after taking her seat, Abel participated in the

historic censure of Joseph McCarthy, whose hearings into

the activities of alleged communists in the U.S. govern-

ment mesmerized the American public and intimidated

federal employees and many politicians in Washington.

Political observers believed that she would join her

Nebraska colleague, Senator Roman Hruska, in voting

against censure. Before the proceedings, Abel told the

Washington Post, “I came to Washington to hear the discus-

sion during the session. I have not made up my mind

either way.”9 She did not participate in the rancorous 

floor debates that raged between McCarthy's critics and

defenders but instead carefully studied the evidence.
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